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Letter from the Editor
I’m pleased to present the sixth edition of AWE: A Woman’s Experience. This latest
installment joins our journal’s tradition of both celebrating divine roles and pushing
past stereotypes. One of our art pieces, Female Faculty, celebrates and commemorates
several professors who represent women’s contribrution to the BYU community. These
images are interspersed throughout the journal, leading to the final culmination which
unifies the collection.
As the Editor in Chief of this publication, I have felt the responsibility to present
perspectives that are both global and personal. To do so, I set out to discover what
feminism means to me. My mother was surprised to learn that she’d raised a feminist:
but I think it came naturally. She worked hard, both in and outside of the home, and
proved to me that a woman’s contribution matters in every sphere. She demonstrated a
healthy balance of physical, mental, and spiritual wellness. She read to me, enriching my
mind and soul and teaching me to value diverse voices and perspectives. Unknowingly,
in every moment, my mother raised a feminist. She didn’t raise a radical or a man-hater.
She raised me.
As you read this journal, I hope that you take the opportunity to explore and embrace
your own brand of feminism.
I want to thank Valerie Hegstrom and Jessica Hansen from the Global Women’s Studies
program for (literally) creating a space for this journal to grow and succeed and for their
support and problem-solving along the way. I want to thank Marlene Esplin for stepping
in as our faculty advisor this year and bringing her experience and insight to the table
while allowing the students, my incredible editing team, to shine. I thank our authors
and artists for sharing their scholarship, their perspectives, and themselves through
their beautiful work. I thank our design editor, Ethan Pitts, who has done wonders in
bringing this edition to its final, polished format. None of this would have been possible
without the dedication and talent of our bright and passionate student editors. Finally,
I want to thank you, dear reader, for valuing women’s voices and for seeking edification
by sharing in our publication. You have made it all worthwhile.

-Alayna Een
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Rilley McKenna

“A Mother and Fully
Human at Once”
Depictions of Black Motherhood in Life and Literature

I

n 1955, Mamie Till Bradley, mother of Emmett Till, “claimed the public role of grieving
mother and thus reformulated conceptions of . . . African American motherhood”
(Feldstein 266). By seeking justice, refusing to be silenced, and having an open-casket
funeral for her slain son, Bradley refused to conform to society’s expectations of her as a
black mother. Bradley’s conscious decision to claim “the public role of grieving mother”
(266) despite negative perceptions of black mothers in 1950s America is part of a long
history of brave, empowered mothering that responds to tragedy, discrimination, and
disempowerment by refusing to be confined by stereotypes. The societal expectations
to which Bradley refused to conform are summarized in stereotypes such as that of the
“bad black mother” who is abrasive, unable or unwilling to care for her children, and
at fault for the “failings” of the black family. Indeed, since the time they were enslaved,
black mothers in America have endured the burdens of stereotypes and misconceptions.
Despite emancipation and the granting of “freedom” in 1865, black mothers remain
constrained by unique challenges—including racism, discrimination, and economic
inequality—in their efforts to raise resilient, productive, and optimistic children who
are prepared for what they will face in a world that tells them their lives do not matter.
Despite these challenges, both real and fictional black mothers, like Bradley, refuse to
remain confined by stereotypes. Demonstrating power and strength, black mothers, and
fictitious representations of black mothers created by black women, respond in a myriad
of ways to the challenges they face. These depictions, which admit to both strength
and weakness, fight against the idea that black mothers are inherently “bad mothers”
while also challenging the idea that these women must be perfect to be considered “good
mothers.” They complicate overly simplified ideas about race and motherhood, sparking
conversations about who is considered “motherly” enough to mother and why. Speaking
of the difficulty inherent in being a black mother in America, author Tope Fadiran
Charlton proclaims:
Part of my struggle is to challenge the notion that good motherhood cannot exist in
bodies like mine. But I can tell you something I want even more . . . A world where
no litmus test is required for us to see worth and dignity in the beautiful mess of
singularities and complexities that we are. This is better than being acknowledged
as a Good Mother: to be seen as a mother and fully human at once. This is liberation
(184).
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Charlton begins by acknowledging the struggle that she, as a black woman, faces to
be considered a “good mother.” She speaks of her deeper yearning for a world in which
black mothers are considered valid and human, allowed to make mistakes and still be
seen as worthy by the world around them—especially the white world, which for so
long has viewed black mothers as “less than.” Charlton’s declaration that liberation is
found when black women who are mothers can be viewed as both mother and human,
“fully human,” highlights the work that literary, musical, and popular culture depictions
of black motherhood are doing today. Besides providing representation, the work
these women are doing unpacks and debunks myths and false ideas about blackness
and womanhood, creating a starting point from which activists can make a difference
politically in a variety of ways.
Black mothers and black authors fight back against narrow conceptions of black
motherhood, working toward that world Charlton dreams of, whether or not their
white peers are watching. In recent years, a surge of fiction by writers like Jacqueline
Woodson, Tiphanie Yanique, Stephanie Powell Watts, Jesmyn Ward, Ayana Mathis, Zenzi
Clemmons, Yaa Gyasi, and Britt Bennett has created unique and varied perspectives
on black motherhood—some which show black mothers succeeding, some which show
black mothers failing, and some which show black mothers imperfectly aiding their
children through the pitfalls of growing up in a society that does not respect them. It is
not only in fiction but also in popular culture, music, news articles, essays, memoirs, and
movements (such as Black Lives Matter) that women are making a difference. Speaking
out about their experiences, they are refusing to stay silent in spite of oppression that
weighs down on them and their children. At other times, they move quietly forward
despite obstacles like racism and inequality in their path. They refute the idea of the
“black superwoman,” instead providing a new hero for their children to look up to who
is strong and simultaneously flawed—someone who is trying to provide opportunity for
her children despite obstacles and imperfections.
By analyzing representations of black motherhood in America, we come to respect
the empowering examples of black women who mother and are “human” all at once.
Beyond garnering deserved respect, however, these stories spark action, motivating
change and creating power for both creator and consumer. The representations refute the
notion of “a single story” (Adichie) and do far more than simply counter the stereotype
of the “bad black mother” or the “welfare queen.” Instead, reading, listening, and paying
attention to these women’s stories complicates the rhetoric and ideas surrounding black
motherhood. Complicating these ideas creates space to recognize, discover, and honor
the ways in which black mothers in America empower their children and come to
find their own power and strength. It also provides space for a diversity of experience,
deconstructing the good mother/bad mother dichotomy and instead allowing for
complexity and the recognition of humanity. Ultimately, we can glimpse Charlton’s
dream of black mothers being viewed as “fully human” (184), propelling actions that will
bring us closer to that reality.
Historical Context
The prejudice against and stereotypes about black mothers in America can be traced
back to their arrival in the United States. In “‘Us Colored Women Had to Go Though a
Plenty’: Sexual Exploitation of African-American Slave Women,” Thelma Jennings details
the horrors faced by enslaved women, and specifically enslaved mothers, to illustrate
AWE • Issue VI • 2019
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their dehumanization. Often, slaveholders controlled enslaved women through threats,
since these men could “force them to mate with whomever [they] chose, to reproduce
or suffer the consequences, to limit the time spent with their children, and even to
sell them and their children” (46). Procreation was forced upon young girls from “the
beginning of adolescence” (46), and “after giving birth, most slave mothers usually had
to trust the care of their babies to someone else in order to return to the fields. From
that time on, the contact they had with their children during the day was limited” (58).
On plantations where the fields were far from the slave quarters, mothers were forced to
bring their infants to the fields with them. In one of the interviews Jennings recorded,
a previously enslaved woman spoke of a mother being “forced to tie her smallest child
to a tree limb to keep the ants and bugs from getting on it” (58). Often, mothers were
separated from their children, as in the case when “the slave woman herself was sold to
Georgia away from her three-month-old baby because the baby’s father was the young
master” (64).
These interviews reveal the lack of respect for, or recognition of, enslaved women’s
motherhood as legitimate or equal to white women’s motherhood. Motherhood for
enslaved women was a bittersweet experience, as their desire to have a family was often
superseded by their desire to protect children from being born into a life of slavery.
Some enslaved women saw motherhood as a triumph—a way to assert some degree of
autonomy, control, and normalcy into their lives (Jennings). For other enslaved women,
however, motherhood was a way to be controlled in the future, through threats of harm
or separation from their children (Washington 188). Against their will, some enslaved
women were forced to leave their own children behind while they cared for the children
of the slave owner. In this situation, enslaved women were essentially robbed of their
role as mothers to their own children. Such treatment reveals the utter lack of respect
white slaveholders had for the familial ties of enslaved peoples.
Although slavery was abolished in 1865, the dehumanizing ideas held by whites
about black motherhood did not disappear with the institution. Instead of recognizing
the role slavery played in casting black mothers as inherently illegitimate, destroying
black families and demonizing black women, white society continued to stigmatize
black motherhood. Anthropologists, social workers, and health care professionals made
claims about how unfit black women were as mothers. These claims, based on biased
perceptions and little else, contributed to stereotypes and ideas about the illegitimacy of
black motherhood (Bennett, “Good White People”). The eugenics movement, which in
the United States involved “coerced sterilization,” as well as “forced sterilization” done
without the individual’s knowledge or consent and aimed at “controlling ‘undesirable’
populations,” was used not only to declare black women unfit to be mothers but to
ensure they were not able to bear children (Ko). The program was “federally-funded
. . . in 32 states” (Ko). The practice of eugenics on black women was justified for
much of the twentieth century as a way to cut welfare costs, since white doctors and
lawmakers believed these women unfit to care for children, demonstrating yet again
the stigmatization of black motherhood. The phrase “Mississippi Appendectomy,”
made popular by Civil Rights leader Fannie Lou Hamer with reference to involuntary
sterilization (Skloot 50), illustrates the discrimination black women faced regarding
their right to motherhood.
Though largely ignored by mainstream society throughout the first half of the
1900s, black Americans became the face of poverty by the mid-1960s. While their plight
14
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had been ignored until the mid-twentieth century, they were now hyper-visible and
overrepresented in America’s conscious understanding of poverty. Indeed, “In 1964, only
27 percent of the photos accompanying stories about poverty in three of the country’s
top weekly news magazines featured black subjects; the following year, it rose to 49
percent. By 1967, 72 percent of photos accompanying stories about poverty featured
black Americans” (Black and Sprague). The infamous Moynihan report was published
during the Civil Rights Movement by Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel Patrick
Moynihan. Formally titled, The Negro Family: The Case of National Action, this report
claimed that black mothers were contributing to the failure of the black family by
their aggressive and controlling nature, and that the matriarchal structure of the black
family brought with it a host of social ills. To overcome these social problems, the report
argued that power and authority in the family needed to be restored to men. Stating
“It may well be that [equal employment opportunities] have redounded mostly to the
benefit of Negro women, and may even have accentuated the comparative disadvantage
of Negro men,” the report argued that black women, especially black mothers, were in
a position of power over black men, leading these men to feel emasculated and causing
the breakdown of families (Moynihan 33). The report argued that “disgusted with [their]
financially dependent husband[s],” black mothers “often act to perpetuate the mothercentered pattern by taking a greater interest in their daughters than their sons” (34). It
has been extremely influential in shaping stereotypes of black mothers and laying the
blame for the “failure of black families” squarely on their shoulders.
Near the time Moynihan’s report was published, the term “welfare queen” was coined
by the Chicago Tribune. While campaigning for president, Ronald Reagan used this term
frequently to conjure a stereotype that is well-known today. He and others used the
idea of the “welfare queen” to further punish black women for the “failings” of the black
family (Levin). Much can be learned by examining the origins of this stereotype. While
the Tribune used the term “welfare queen” to describe one specific woman, Linda Taylor,
whose race was ambiguous, Reagan used it to construct a stereotype that was applied
to black women generally. Altering the story reported about Ms. Taylor by the Tribune,
Reagan dramatized and distorted the truth, applying it broadly and thus helping to
further popularize the idea of the “bad black mother” wrapped up in the idea of the
“welfare queen” (Black and Sprauge). Reagan was successful in doing so because the
image of black mothers as illegitimate had been normalized over decades. While Linda
Taylor, the actual “welfare queen,” was a career criminal whose race is listed as white on
her birth certificate, black women have since been saddled with the unflattering and
harmful categorization as “the Black welfare queen, the baby mama, women maligned
and demonized as everything a mother should not be, foil and shadow to the Good
(white) Mother” (Charlton 181). Indeed, by casting black mothers in such an unflattering
and harmful light, white politicians were able to scare voters into supporting their
policies; policies that rolled back state and federal welfare programs, affirmative action,
and the Civil Rights Act (Gomer and Petrella). Both the perceptions left behind by these
political attacks against black women and the policies themselves have since negatively
affected black mothers and their families in American society.
Mothering in Literature
This complex historical background informs an analysis of contemporary black
writing on the theme of motherhood. Considering the fraught historical context, black
AWE • Issue VI • 2019
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women who depict motherhood do so bravely, standing up against years of violent
physical oppression, as well as rhetorical and emotional abuse. The goals of their work
vary, as do their experiences. Although some of their depictions are created to refute the
demonization of black mothers, others aim to reveal the reality of black motherhood
through complex characters. Either way, by sharing with readers and viewers a depiction
of motherhood and blackness that is varied and unique and all the more empowering for
the imperfect strength being shown, these artists and authors refuse to be pinned down
by the stereotypes of black motherhood and instead pave the way for a future in which
black mothers can be seen as fully human.
Recognizing the power of the written word, in recent years black writers have
increasingly turned to depicting black motherhood prominently. Books like Salvage
the Bones; The Twelve Tribes of Hattie; Another Brooklyn; No One is Coming to Save Us; The
Mothers; Homegoing; What We Lose; Land of Love and Drowning; Sing, Unburied, Sing; and
The Hate U Give explore complex and flawed mothers who leave, those who stay, and
the effects of their presence or absence on their children. As writer Brit Bennett stated,
“Writing about ordinary black people is actually extraordinary…It’s absolutely its own
form of advocacy” (Alter C1). This “form of advocacy” is valuable because it provides
representation that refutes the idea of the “bad black mother” without falling into the
trap of creating extraordinary, perfect characters. T. F. Charlton further elaborates
on this point in her essay on black motherhood when she discusses the difficulty of
navigating race and gender through the lens of motherhood. She shares examples of her
motherhood being “viewed as illegitimate, literally and symbolically” (178) by others, but
then states, “This is not all of my existence as a Black mother; it doesn’t wholly define
me… but it is part of my story” (180). By including negative and positive traits and
creating characters who refuse to fit into a box, black writers demand readers reexamine
their ideas about black motherhood and its legitimacy and recognize these characters as
imperfect, human, strong, and empowering all at once.
In addition, black women claim ownership of their experience as mothers and
daughters through writing their own histories. Author Michele Wallace wrote a new
foreword to Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman twelve years after the book’s
first publication, noting, “Whereas then I spoke of black women making history and
being written about, I now think it is more important that black women ‘write’ their
own histories, since the power to write one’s own history is what making history appears
to be all about” (xxi). The idea that women have a right and a responsibility to write
their own histories has been well responded to by the wave of fiction mentioned above
as well as in recent non-fiction works, such as Negroland, Brown Girl Dreaming, and My
Brown Baby: On the Joys and Challenges of Raising African American Children. In addition,
Tracy K. Smith’s memoir Ordinary Light, in which she records both her own story and her
mother’s story, takes up the charge issued by Wallace. These nonfiction works illustrate
the complexity of black motherhood honestly and vulnerably. In Smith’s memoir, she
writes about her complex and multi-faceted relationship with her mother. The honesty
with which she reflects upon her mother—as heroic yet imperfectly human—brilliantly
demonstrates the empowering pictures of black mothers that are emerging in the work
of black authors, artists, bloggers, musicians, and poets. Whether in fiction or nonfiction,
black women depict a motherhood that is multi-faceted and complex, adding nuance
that humanizes their characters, real or imagined.
16
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In her memoir Ordinary Light, Smith credits her mother for a safe home environment,
demonstrating the ways that black motherhood personally meant crafting a refuge for
children as they prepared to face a world that would treat them as inferior. Reflecting on
her childhood, Smith acknowledges the important role her mother played, recognizing:
It was the life she assembled for us . . . a life that would tell us, and the world, if it
cared to notice, that we bothered with ourselves, that we understood dignity, that
we were worthy of everything that mattered. No matter what the world thought it
knew about blacks, no matter what it tried to teach us to believe about ourselves, the
home we returned to each night assured us that, no matter who was setting the bar,
we could remain certain we measured up. (19)
In this passage, Smith pays homage to the incredible yet often invisible work her
mother performed in order to construct a safe space for Smith and her siblings during
their formative years. Unlike the stereotype of the welfare queen, Smith’s mother was
sacrificing and striving to do great emotional labor on behalf of her children so that they
might recognize their worth, even if the world failed to do so. It is this vision of black
motherhood—as empowered enough to focus on empowering the next generation—that
has too often been absent from portrayals of black motherhood, and is revealed in a
wonderful way in Smith’s writing. Likewise, in Angie Thomas’s novel The Hate U Give,
Starr’s mother provides comfort and safety, both physically, by moving her family out
of the projects where riots are occurring, and emotionally, as she sits with Starr through
her interviews with the police. We learn that, to Starr, her mother’s “tight squeeze tells
[her] what she doesn’t say out loud—I got your back” (Thomas 95). Though she works
long hours in order to help provide for her family, especially when they move out of the
projects and into a safer but more expensive neighborhood, Starr’s mother is a calming
presence throughout the novel, illustrating the ways in which black mothers, sometimes
without being noticed, cultivate safe environments in which their children can grow.
This recent wave of writing by black women has often emphasized the role of
mothers in helping children confront interpersonal as well as institutional racism,
and the role of mothers in nurturing and providing in spite of economic inequality. In
Thomas’s The Hate U Give, the main character, Starr, reflects on the ways her parents
have prepared her for what she will face in relation to police brutality. When she and
her friend Khalil are pulled over, Starr hopes to herself that “somebody had the talk with
Khalil” (21). She remembers when her own parents gave her the talk, when she was twelve
years old. Despite her mother “fussing” and telling her father that she was “too young for
[it],” her parents come together and tell her “Starr-Starr, you do whatever they tell you
to do…keep your hands visible. Don’t make any sudden moves. Only speak when they
speak to you” (20). Here, we witness black parents trying to preemptively protect their
children from the realities of police brutality and discrimination. We see these parents,
particularly these mothers, confronting difficult obstacles and terrifying scenarios
because they know they cannot shield them forever. We are reminded that these fears
are absolutely real when Starr’s friend, Khalil, is shot by a police officer after being
pulled over. In Jesmyn Ward’s novel Sing, Unburied, Sing, the topic of police brutality is
addressed yet again, but this time, the mother is less able, less capable, and she has not
prepared her child; thus, when confronted by the police, her son, Jojo, “reach[es] in his
pocket and the officer draws his gun on him” (163). Although Jojo, unlike Khalil, makes
it out alive, it is not until this scene that his mother realizes “he’s just a baby” (163), and
AWE • Issue VI • 2019
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while he should not have to face such tense situations, he does and is unprepared to
do so. While it is of great importance to recognize the successful, empowered mothers
being represented in literature and film, Ward and Thomas do the important work of
examining what black motherhood looks like, even in cases in which the mothers make
mistakes. By depicting mothers who are human and even tragically flawed, these authors
provide a more full, honest portrayal of black motherhood, beyond the stereotype.
A discussion of motherhood in contemporary black literature would be incomplete
without analyzing the instances in which mothers really do fail—instances in which
their decisions as human beings lead to their failure as mothers. The “mother” characters
are not always empowered, do not always make the choices we, the readers, hope they
would make, and indeed often fall short of performing their motherly duties. When
Charlton speaks of being seen as both “a mother and fully human at once” (184), she
is talking about the importance of recognizing black mothers as multidimensional
human beings—not seeing them as stereotypically bad, but also not moving the opposite
direction and expecting perfection. Ultimately, it is about recognizing the humanity of
these women, which requires an understanding of their failures. Highlighting the decision
of authors to create imperfect mothers serves to illustrate the depth and complexity of
the “mother” characters these authors are creating—characters who are defined by their
roles as mothers, but also by their roles as flawed, imperfect human beings. Examples are
everywhere, from Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing, in which the mother of the main
character is a drug addict, to Ayana Mathis’s The Twelve Tribes of Hattie, in which the
mother, Hattie, runs away with her youngest child, leaving the rest of her children at
home (73). The act of writing produces power, as Tracy K. Smith has stated, and the act
of writing about failure is empowering because by embracing failure and claiming and
exploring the whole story of what it means to be a black mother in America, humanity
is reclaimed. Although their stories are painful and difficult, when these characters are
fleshed out, made multidimensional and more than just their failures, their inclusion
becomes a powerful tool for creating truth through fiction.
In her 2017 novel Sing, Unburied, Sing, Ward creates a mother who fails but who is
humanized. Ward humanizes her by using different characters to narrate the story, and
by providing readers with context to understand the causes and broader contexts of
the mother’s failure. At first, the novel’s young protagonist, Jojo, introduces his mother,
reminiscing about “when there was more good than bad, when she’d push me on the
swing Pop hung from one of the pecan trees in the front yard…Before she was more
gone than here. Before she started snorting crushed pills” (7). Indeed, Jojo describes
his hurt when, for his thirteenth birthday, Leonie brings home a small, “baby shower
cake,” saying, “They didn’t have no more birthday cakes. The shoes is blue, so it fits”
(27). Narrating this scene, Jojo tells us, “I laugh but don’t feel nothing warm, no joy in
me when I do it” (27). Later, Leonie reflects on this scene as well, remarking, “Jojo’s face
stuck with me because I could tell he secretly thought I was going to surprise him with
a gift, something else besides that hasty cake, some thing that wouldn’t be gone in three
days” (33). Completely aware that she has disappointed her son, she turns back to drugs,
stating “A clean burn shot through my bones, and then I forgot. The shoes I didn’t buy,
the melted cake” (33). In this instance, readers see Leonie as more than just the failure of
a mother disappointing Jojo. Her recognition of her failings and her attempts to dull the
pain she feels as a result help to humanize her. While never excusing her behavior, Ward
resists playing into stereotypes and painting Leonie as “Jojo’s mother,” a one-dimensional
18
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failure. Instead, Ward gives Jojo’s mother, Leonie, her own voice. As we see Leonie’s
thoughts and recognize the ways in which she tries to mother despite her addiction and
extreme imperfections, we are able to acknowledge that she is more than her mistakes.
By giving Leonie a voice in the novel, Ward acquaints us with her past—the grief she is
running from. Leonie’s detachment from her children and her misplaced efforts to heal
her young daughter take on a new light when Ward shows us how Leonie lost her own
brother to racially-motivated violence and was haunted by his memory, both literally
and figuratively. By allowing both Jojo and Leonie to narrate the same situations, Ward
allows readers to witness the hurt they both feel. Without excusing Leonie’s failings,
Ward depicts her as “fully human” (Charlton 182).
This same theme is played out in various ways in other novels. In Jacqueline Woodson’s
Another Brooklyn, a mother haunted by mental illness is never fully introduced, but
her absence is keenly felt, and the details we are given help to humanize her despite
her inability to mother in the way the main character desires. “I thought of my mother
often,” the narrator tells us, “lifting my hand to stroke my own cheek, imagining her
beside me…when my brother cried, I shushed him, telling him not to worry. She’s coming
soon, I said, trying to echo her. She’s coming tomorrow. And tomorrow and tomorrow
and tomorrow” (Woodson 18). Desire for an absent mother is also expressed in the last
chapter of The Twelve Tribes of Hattie, which focuses on Sala, Hattie’s granddaughter.
As in Woodson’s novel, Sala’s mother is institutionalized, and the child left behind feels
betrayed by her other family members. Sitting in church, reflecting on her mother’s
absence, “Sala felt a stab of mother-want so strong it winded her” (Mathis 241). It is this
“mother-want,” this absence, which motivates Sala to step forward, choosing to answer
the preacher’s call and “become a child of God” so that “all of those women would be her
mothers in Christ” (241). “Mother-want” is a theme commonly explored in these novels,
and though it is most often explored when mothers are absent, it is also explored when
mothers are unwilling or unable to fully mother—when their imperfection as humans
stops them from protecting or providing for their children.
A poignant example of this type of imperfect motherhood is found in the peripheral
storyline of The Hate U Give. Although the main character’s mother is very supportive,
her friend and her half-brother, Kenya and Seven, share a mother who is unwilling or
unable to leave her abusive partner (Thomas 366). In an argument with his mother
about her failings, Seven says, “All you’ve done for me? What? Putting me out the house?
Choosing a man over me every single chance you got? Remember when I tried to stop
King from whooping your ass, Iesha? Who did you get mad at?” (364). For much of the
novel, Thomas depicts a woman in a desperate situation whose ability to mother well
is hindered by her decisions. Ultimately, however, she sacrifices her own well-being to
protect her children, demonstrating the immense cost of mothering. Risking her own
safety, Iesha provides a way for the children to escape. Though she is unable to vocalize
her love for them, it is made apparent through her actions, something that Thomas
points out through Starr, the narrator, who mentions that as they are struggling to get
away to safety, Starr looks back. “I doubt that she can see me,” Starr says of Iesha, “but
I don’t think I’m one of the people she’s trying to see anyway. They’ve gone to the car”
(385). Despite her previous failings as a mother, in this crucial moment, Iesha chooses to
put her children’s safety before her own. Her son, Seven, struggles to see this action as
one motivated by love until it is pointed out to him that, with the children gone, “who
do you think he’s [the abusive partner] gon’ [sic] take it out on?” (386). The fact that it
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takes others pointing out to him the motives of his mother’s actions further illustrates
the cost of motherhood and the ways in which sacrifices made by mothers, especially
those mothers who have historically failed to provide for or protect their children, can
be misinterpreted. Iesha serves as yet another example of a mother who fails repeatedly,
but who is still humanized and who, ultimately, does what she can in order to protect
her children at great personal cost.
The idea of the cost of motherhood is also explored in Ordinary Light. Smith
discusses feeling increasingly distanced from her mother as she attempts to grow into
adulthood and leave behind the parts of her mother’s teaching that no longer suit her, the
stage which she sees as the “beginning of [her] life as someone other than [her] mother’s
child” (277). Smith describes feeling that her mother is unsure around her, saying that
she “looked at me from a different kind of distance, as though I’d gone feral and she
was afraid I’d threaten her with my teeth if she got too close” (258). This distance closes
as Smith recognizes that, despite her mother’s imperfections, she is dedicated to doing
what she feels is best for her daughter. Part of this realization comes for Smith as she
sees her mother, this woman of quiet strength, struggle through battling cancer. Indeed,
Smith’s understanding of her mother grows as her mother gets sick and especially after
she passes away, deepening Smith’s vision of who her mother was. The strength she
has previously associated with her mother is tempered in an emotional scene, when
Smith learns of her mother’s cancer diagnosis. “She wanted to be strong. She wanted to
stand on faith…but I could tell she was afraid by the way she steadied herself with both
hands against the countertop and smiled an almost apologetic smile” (226-27). It is in
the scenes that take place after this one, near the very end of the book, in which Smith
comes to see her mother as “a mother and fully human at once” (Charlton 184). She also
comes to recognize the cost of motherhood. At the memorial service for her mother,
Smith recognizes how little she really knows about her mother’s life outside of her role
as a mother, causing Smith to reflect, “How many more lives would we find, if we only
knew how to seek them, within the life we recognized as hers?” (325). Because of the
way Smith has structured her book, readers are first able to see her mother as a “good
mother,” someone who cares for her children and defies negative stereotypes of black
motherhood, and then readers are able to see Smith’s mother as “fully human,” showing
how her role as a black mother shapes, but does not wholly define, her life. In addition,
this idea that Smith’s mother has “many more lives” but also that she has, to some degree,
sacrificed them for her children, speaks to the sacrifice made by black mothers on behalf
of their children—a sacrifice often taken for granted and seldom noticed.
In addition to giving readers an opportunity to examine, question, and re-evaluate
the ideas and stereotypes they have been taught and have internalized, literature that
highlights the experience of black mothers allows black women to create an image of
black motherhood for themselves, an extremely empowering act. This idea is supported
by Andrea O’Reilly, a scholar whose work focuses on black mothering. She explains
that, “the African American tradition of motherhood centers upon the recognition that
mothering, in its concern with the physical and psychological well-being of children and
its focus on the empowerment of children, has historical and political importance, value
and prominence and that motherhood, as a consequence, is a site of power for Black
women” (100). Supporting the idea that motherhood can be “a site of power for Black
women” (100), these texts go beyond simply challenging stereotypes, and instead offer
new perspectives with which to view black motherhood—perspectives that emphasize
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empowerment. Through these stories, mothers are shown experiencing heartbreak,
finding empowerment, overcoming obstacles, suffering defeat, and triumphing over
oppression. These stories reveal a rich complexity all too often missing from depictions
of black mothers created by white authors. As black writers, especially black women
writers, develop complex and multi-dimensional characters who are black and who
mother, they perform the difficult yet extremely important work of challenging the
myth of the “bad black mother” while still allowing for faults and imperfections. They
do far more than simply refute the myth as they depict the good, the bad, and the ugly
realities of battling race and gender bias in American society. These authors strive to
break free of the “bad black mother” myth through their writing, “disrupting the very
notion of illegitimate motherhood and the harm it does” (Charlton 182). It is in these
stories, and in the writing of these stories, that black women respond in a powerful and
empowering way to the stereotypes that have been cast on black motherhood. The power
they create remains even after the book is closed, and that power can be seen in political
movements such as Black Lives Matter and in subtler but also important contributions
by black women working to improve their children’s futures.
Mothering in Life
In a 2016 anthology dedicated to “Trayvon Martin and the many other black men,
women, and children who have died and been denied justice for these last four hundred
years,” an essay by Claudia Rankine explores the ways in which black mothers, past and
present, deal with the loss of their children to violence sparked by institutionalized
racism (Ward, Fire This Time). She says of a black mother today that “whenever her son
steps out of their home, her status as the mother of a living human being remains as
precarious as ever” (145) because she continues to “live in a country where…dead blacks
are a part of normal life” (147). This leads Rankine to her conclusion which is also the
title of her essay: “The Condition of Black Life is One of Mourning.” If the condition of
black life is one of mourning, then the condition of black motherhood must certainly
be, at least at times, a condition of pain and suffering. This pain and suffering come to
mothers as they mourn over the bodies of their slain babies, boys and girls of no more
than seventeen, the age Trayvon Martin was when he was killed, or fourteen, the age
Emmett Till was when he was murdered.
Rankine not only examines the pain felt by mothers whose children have been
brutally murdered, however, for she also looks at black women who are mothering
beyond the sphere of the home—mothering a movement and revolutionizing the role
of black motherhood once more. Specifically, Rankine highlights the work of Alicia
Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi, the founders of Black Lives Matter (149). She
defines the Black Lives Matter movement as “an attempt to keep mourning an open
dynamic in our culture because black lives exist in a state of precariousness. Mourning
then bears both the vulnerability inherent in black lives and the instability regarding a
future for those lives” (151). This move to centralize mourning in order to raise awareness
and promote change builds on the decision made by Mamie Till Bradley over sixty years
ago to leave her murdered son’s casket open as a testament to the violence committed
against his young, innocent, black body. Rankine refers to the decision of Bradley, but
she also looks at decisions made by mothers of murdered black boys since, asking, “How
must it feel to a family member for the deceased to be more important as evidence than
as an individual to be buried and laid to rest?” (152). For mothers like Lesley McSpadden
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(mother of Michael Brown) and Samaria Rice (mother of Tamir Rice), agency is denied.
It is not their decision to open or close the casket, so to speak, for “regardless of the
wishes of these mothers” (154), after their children were murdered, their names and faces
were “commoditized and assimilated into our modes of capitalism” (153), their children’s
deaths remaining “within the public discourse” (154). Such disregard for the mothers of
these murdered children replicates the violence against the children’s innocent black
bodies by removing autonomy and denying agency once more. In violating both the
families and the victims’ rights to privacy, the discussion surrounding the death of
black children suggests that these children’s bodies and lives, as well as the lives of their
mothers and families, are not viewed as their own, but as public, “regardless of their
wishes” (154).
In 2018, black motherhood in America is defined by black women themselves in
terms of progress toward the ideal as well as the distance still left to travel to get there—
by rejoicing and mourning. As black women represent themselves as mothers on stage,
online, in music, and in writing, and as they create fictitious representations of black
motherhood that are as deep and varied as the women themselves, we begin to see Tope
Fadiran Charlton’s dream materialize—black mothers are seen, at least for a moment, as
“mother[s] and fully human at once” (184), regardless of poverty level or marital status.
This dream is still far from being reality, but through art we see what it might look like,
and it is that vision that enables action. As Tracy K. Smith states, “when we tell our stories,
we make power” (278). For Smith, telling her own story “is both a prayer for power and
the answer to that prayer” (279), suggesting that empowerment for black mothers comes
not only from mothering itself, but also from “writ[ing] one’s own history” and therefore
claiming power (Wallace xxi). As we value depictions of empowered, imperfect, and
honest black motherhood over caricatures and stereotypes, we see the “power” that black
women have made for themselves, as mothers and as people. In turn, these depictions
provide the power necessary to fight for change in a world that has long devalued black
women’s voices, delegitimized their role as mothers, and oppressed them and their
children. This fight for change is being led by women—mothers—who recognize their
power, thanks in large part to those who have come forward and “told their stories,” and
by so doing, have created and shared power, so that someday, black women will be seen
as “mother[s] and fully human at once” (184).

Rilley graduated from BYU in 2018 with a degree in English, and minors in Spanish and Women's Studies.
After completing an internship in Russia this Summer, she plans to apply to graduate school where she will
pursue a degree in American Literature with an emphasis in literature by African American and Afro-Latina
women. Rilley enjoys reading, yoga, and watching hockey games, and is currently learning to knit.
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Is It Wrong?
“Is It Wrong to Want to Help Build Up God’s Kingdom?”:
An Examination of the Gendered Experience of Early Brigham Young Academy Students

T

he Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has always placed a high value
on education. Beginning in 1875, the Church began establishing private schools,
or “Academies,” to counter the growing secularization of public education in
the United States. Brigham Young Academy in Provo, Utah was the first and by far the
largest of these and is one of few that still survives. Karl G. Maeser, the first president of
“the B.Y.A.,” as it was called, later became head of all Church schools, making the study
of this school vital to understanding LDS education during this era. Historians of the
Latter-day Saint movement have, accordingly, long recognized the central importance
of BYA; however, most existing scholarship prioritizes the dynamics of institutional
expansion over the texture of individual lives. To help remedy this deficit, this paper
examines how gender affected the experience and outcomes of BYA students between
1876 and 1892, roughly the term of Maeser’s presidency.
By reconstructing the lived experience of these early students, as well as those of
the faculty members who taught them, through letters, journals, and memoirs I hope to
understand how they were conceived of—and conceived of themselves—as educational
subjects during the later polygamy period. I examine two principal areas: how men and
women viewed their own education and how they reported being groomed—in what was
very much a patronage-based culture—by senior faculty and Church leaders for future
careers and graduate opportunities. Overall, the record suggests that, while promising
male students were guided into a variety of professional and educational outlets
following graduation, female students had to navigate obstacles unknown to their
male counterparts, including expectations that marriage and childbearing remained a
woman’s primary duty.
“The noblest of earth’s sons”: Fraternity and/as Destiny
A collective record left by a group of eight male students reveals the great expectations
many boys had for their formal education. It also illustrates the ways men relied on male
networks and a patriarchal Western tradition for empowerment and inspiration. They
had formed fast friendships and even a group identity during their time as students:
bound together by their humble roots and their common belief in the transformative
power of education, they formed a secret society, which they called the Octagon. The
group, possibly modeled after the infamous secret society of the “Twelve Apostles”
at Cambridge University in England, originated during their student days, but their
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only surviving record dates from after their graduation in 1893. Called the Pedagogical
History, this record began as a project to collect the intellectual autobiographies of
the eight members. However, over time, it became a circular where the men could give
updates on their lives before passing the book on. Although the pace of circulation
slowed significantly as the decades wore on, the book provides a fascinating window
into the way male BYA students saw themselves and their role in the world.
In the initial entries, each man describes a rural upbringing, stressing his limited
access to educational material—the better to compare it with later accomplishments,
perhaps. Some prided themselves on the small progress they had been able to make as
young boys despite the constrictions imposed by their environment. P. C. Evans recalled
favoring reading over hard farm labor, much to the chagrin of his father. Evans himself,
though he owned his “reputation for bodily laziness” as a weakness, seems rather proud
as he describes his languorously intellectual disposition. George Brimhall, a future
president of BYU, remembers teaching himself though biographies of world history’s
“grand characters, Ecclesiastical Military, Political and Pioneers”—what he otherwise
calls “the noblest of earth’s sons.” He clearly felt his group of friends were following in
the footsteps of these earlier role model. Indeed, these men’s attempts to record their
own lives were undoubtedly influenced by these earlier readings. Each member of the
Octagon took on a pseudonym from the annals of European intellectual history, further
underlining their expectation of future intellectual greatness (Henry Peterson was
“Luther,” Weston Vernon “Pascal”). Unlike their female counterparts, male students were
taught from an early age that, though they came from humble beginnings, they could
become active agents on the world-historical stage through their education
This strong belief in their own power to shape events is reflected in the men’s
somewhat inflated (and sometimes tongue-in-cheek) ideas of purpose. Clinton D. Ray
calls the group “the much-esteemed ‘Octagon,’” reflecting a notion of future prestige
probably more appropriate to students at Cambridge than in the Great Basin. Later in
life, the group were keen to emphasize their continued intellectualism and achievement.
Weston Vernon, with earnest pride, described his mastery of Greek and Latin at a
graduate program in Chicago and his appointment as a professor of Ancient Languages
at the Brigham Young College in Logan. But it was Brimhall who, characteristically,
reached the loftiest heights on the subject. In a crescendo of rhetorical flourishes
chock-full of classical allusions (which Vernon surely appreciated), he concludes that
“Education shall eliminate evil” from the Earth. Then, in a jab at the market-oriented
American culture of the day and in the vein of his own Mormon and Western rhetorical
traditions, Brimhall proclaims that “not money but manhood [will be] our tapeline.” To
Brimhall and his fellows, education held the power to mold the ideal (Mormon) man,
one who was equipped to enter the world of work and to further the cause of truth.
Brimhall’s blend of secular, Progressive-era rhetoric on education and masculinity
with Mormon moralism, combined with his critique of materialism, is emblematic of his
cohort’s ambivalent, and imperfectly theorized, engagement with the broader American
culture and the pedagogical tradition they had come to idolize. They certainly viewed
their pursuit of education as religiously sanctioned, even mandated. Clinton D. Ray,
for example, refers to BYA as “the grand old ‘Temple of Learning.’” Yet such religiously
inflected rhetoric surfaces infrequently. Secular models are generally dominant, as when
J. C. Swenson describes the aura of authority around his first grade school teacher: “His
bald head and huge pipe are important, but the Kingly attitude as he sat in the end of
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the room, one hand holding a book, the other a hickory whip-stalk (symbols of classical
culture and excellent discipline) were too striking to soon be forgotten.” Nowhere in
this vivid portrait of an imperious, Prussian-style schoolmaster are the “gentleness and
meekness, and love unfeigned” with which a well-known revelation of Joseph Smith’s
characterizes priestly authority. The teacher is instead showcased using contemporary
methods of discipline to pass on the eternal flame of Greco-Roman civilization to a
new generation of schoolboys. The “huge pipe”—hardly a marker of Mormon propriety,
even in these days before the Word of Wisdom was strictly enforced—and the bald head
together suggest a peculiar type of masculine maturity, a decades-in-the-making mastery
of the contemplative lifestyle to which each member of the Octagon aspired.
When these men did perceive conflicts between their education and their LDS
worldview, their perceived conflicts never related to the more constricted role of women
outside of Utah and the West, where fewer women attended school and suffrage victories
came later. Henry Peterson, fired in 1911 for teaching evolution at his beloved alma
mater, rails bitterly in the text to his friends against the narrow-mindedness of Church
authorities, who, he insisted, would eventually be forced to accept the scientific reality
of the origin of species. He justifies the religiosity of his decision by quoting a journalist
who interviewed him about the firing: “Your people say, [the journalist told Peterson]
‘As god once was, man now is, and as god is, man may become.’ This is the very essence
of human evolution!” In a lighter vein, Evans admits to his interest in the Victorian
agnostic thinker—and intrepid evolutionist—Herbert Spencer with the disclaimer
that he had probably been working out “some heretic tendencies” of his. Nevertheless,
these men do not once comment on the exclusion of women from most of the graduate
programs to which they sought admission. This is curious given that such a policy ran
directly counter to both the model of coeducational schooling with which had been
raised as well as to Church leaders’ generally encouraging rhetoric about women and
education. Indeed, the exclusively masculine cast of their career narratives suggests such
exclusion did not bother them.
The arrival at Brigham Young Academy features universally as an awakening of
epic proportions in the Octagon’s Pedagogical History. Although those who received
the circular later were undoubtedly influenced by the narrative choices of those who
had gone before (which may explain the structural similarities of their entries), there
is no question that each member of the Octagon sincerely placed enormous value on
their experience under the tutelage of Principal Maeser and the other Academy teachers.
Partially on behalf of the entire group, Swenson exults, “To Dr. K. G. Maeser more than
anyone do I owe a debt of gratitude for the high moral & spiritual influence that came to
us from him.” Peterson described being chosen by “Prof[essor] Benjamin Cluff,” assistant
principal to Maeser and later his successor, to enroll in a new, four-year pedagogy
degree at the school. Encouragement and grooming from male figures occurred earlier
in life as well (though few of those mentors were described as colorfully as Swenson’s
pipe-smoking grammar school teacher). P. C. Evans characterized his uncle David as an
involved director of his educational development, while John Collier Robison singled
out a teacher at the Millard Stake Academy, where he had attended before transferring
to Provo, as a critical influence.
In addition to describing generational progress in highly gendered terms, the
Pedagogical History describes its few female characters as shadows, when at all.
Although the men briefly mention marriages in broader accounts focused on career
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pursuits (interspersed liberally with reminisces of the good old days), each “Miss” is
indistinguishable from the other. Like the slightly later LDS figure J. Reuben Clark,
it appears these men embraced the emerging model of society matron and housewife
that was prevalent among the educated classes with which they associated professionally.
A great example of the way women are marginalized in the Octagon’s record comes
from J. W. Booth’s brief discussion of his siblings. Of his four elder sisters, he praises
them for nobly “fill[ing] the cup of women’s sphere,” especially as they “vie[d] to shape
their younger brother’s life,” before they drop out of the narrative. In his educational
autobiography, Clinton D. Ray notes the importance of “a lady teacher whom I dearly
loved” who taught in his local primary school, but her function as potential intellectual
role model is clouded by the deferential and maternal overtones of her portrayal. Overall,
the Pedagogical History demonstrates the importance of fraternity for male students, as
well as the influence of “worldly” role models of professional and educational success.
Both dynamics tended to push women to the margins of male experience and selfrepresentation.
Breaking Barriers: Alice Louise Reynolds
The Octagon’s failure to mention any female BYA students in their record (much
less invite one into their circle—or polygon, rather) stands in marked contrast to the
gender inclusivity of Alice Louise Reynolds’ autobiography. Toward the beginning
of her account, she fondly lists the names of fourteen fellow students, lauding their
positive influence on herself and the world. The list is notable for including nearly as
many female students as men; Reynolds conscientiously provides the married names
of female students in parentheses. (These included Amy Brown (Lyman), future Relief
Society General President.) Throughout her long career, Reynolds admired the male
professionals she interacted with, even as she kept a special eye out for professionals of
her own sex.
Reynolds was highly conscious of her unique status as a professional woman at the
time, and she carefully marked the gender milestones of her life. In the autobiography,
Reynolds never accounts for her special interest in women or their status. However, the
section about her childhood and adolescence may provide some insight. For example, as
a young girl, Reynolds’ grade school teacher abandoned her profession three months into
the term after getting married. (Reynolds herself never married, for unknown reasons.)
Following in the footsteps of previous generations of LDS women leaders, Reynolds
became deeply involved in the struggle for women’s suffrage. In her autobiography, she
proudly records her attendance at a meeting of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs.
While there, she spoke out against charges that the women of Utah were “degraded” and
were not allowed to use their vote as they saw fit. She insisted on her political autonomy
(“I told them I was a Democrat … [and] that everybody knew it”). In 1911, Reynolds
became the first woman to deliver the Founder’s Day Address at BYU. She became the
first full professor at BYU in the same year.
Mentorship and patronage from both male and female role models were immensely
important to Reynolds’ career. Later, she records that one of her many male role models
and inspirations, J. M. Tanner, “was greatly enriched through his missionary experience,
study, and travel,” perhaps influencing her own extensive travels later on in life. She
pursued her first course in the Eastern States (at the University of Michigan) on the
recommendation of Benjamin Cluff. Overall, her record reveals that women could find
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professional success and cultivation within the patronage-heavy environment of early
church education, but they had to work within what was largely a man’s world.
“As long as I am in the Academy I am safe”: Susa Young Gates and the Struggle for Female
Autonomy
The experience of Susa Young Gates, daughter to Brigham Young and his twentysecond wife, Lucy Bigelow, provides a window to the barriers—both ideological
and material—that even privileged LDS women could encounter in their quest for
educational opportunity and self-improvement if they were perceived to be actively
violating traditional gender roles. Gates took some classes at the University of Deseret
in Salt Lake City as a teenager, but her education was interrupted by her marriage to
Dr. Alma Dunford at sixteen. When the marriage ended in divorce five years later, Gates
enrolled in her father’s namesake academy at the encouragement of Church apostle
Erastus Snow. While she ultimately stayed in Provo for less than six months in 1879,
she fiercely valued the privilege of studying there and later saw it as a formative period
of her life. As editor and founder of the Young Woman’s Journal, she commissioned a
commemorative issue on the Academy’s early history the year of Maeser’s retirement
(1892). In that issue, she recounted her role in founding the Music Department and
praised Maeser for producing a generation of powerful, spiritually grounded Latterday Saints. While a student, however, Susa had to defend her presence in Provo to her
mother, who wanted her to come home and remarry. Her impassioned letters leave a
far more interesting and troubled account of her student days than her tranquil adult
recollections suggest.
Although there are no extant copies of Lucy’s letters to her daughter, it is clear
from Gates’ replies that Lucy was concerned about her daughter’s academic and literary
aspirations. She sought to divert her from them by constantly reminding her of the web
of feminine obligations she still had, even as a divorcée. Much of these letters’ contents
focused on Lucy’s anxieties over her daughter’s remarriage prospects. In one letter, Susa
complained bitterly that her mother had lumped her together with another of her sisters
as “being untrue to men.” “You do not seem to understand me or my purposes,” Susa
wrote. “Is it wrong to want to build up God’s kingdom?” She vigorously defended both
her educational pursuits and her lack of interest in remarrying.
Intriguingly, she even claimed patriarchal sanction for these perceived transgressions
of womanly duties, asserting that both her deceased father and her Heavenly Father
would approve. Lucy was going through a period of ill health at the time and frequently
pressured Susa to return to St. George to care for her. While Susa responded with
tenderness and concern, she always refused the entreaties, repeatedly reiterating her
rationale for attending BYA in the process. On April 6, while in Salt Lake City to attend
General Conference, she wrote, “I cannot sacrifice all my cheerful labor, [and] happy
prospects in my dear Academy unless I feel I can do you a lasting good [by coming
home].” On April 18, in the same letter in which she rejects the notion that she has been
untrue to men, Gates tries to explain to her mother how much her work at the school
means to her, especially compared with the drudgery of domestic labor: “my sphere of
usefulness is being enlarged [here], and how much happier am I than as though forced to
go through a daily routine of work distasteful to me.”
Gates also believed that her life in Provo was compatible with fulfilling her most
important feminine responsibilities, such as nourishing her sisters and the two daughters
AWE • Issue VI • 2019

29

she had with her first husband. She assured Lucy more than once, for example, that she
intended to bring her oldest daughter to Provo and care for her there, as well as enroll
her in the Academy’s Kindergarten School. While she was ultimately unable to attain
custody of Leah, Susa did host her sister Rhoda in Provo for a time, where she taught her
piano and singing as part of her responsibilities over the Music Department. Afterward,
she urged her mother to send Rhoda back to BYA, for “it is the best place on earth for
her I feel assured.”
In the letters, Gates cleverly turns LDS doctrine and rhetoric to her own ends,
justifying her assumption of traditionally masculine roles. In order to do this, she first
dispensess with any responsibility to fulfill feminine roles. In the face of the prevalent
Latter-day Saint doctrine (clearly held by her mother) that women had to be sealed in
marriage to a man in order to guarantee Latter-day Saints’ highest possible postmortal
reward, Gates proclaimed that she would happily be sealed posthumously to a righteous
dead man—“some one [sic] who has proved his integrity and passed away”—effectively
enabling her to stay single for the rest of her life. As there was precedent for this sort of
practice—and Gates, as Brigham Young’s daughter, was more likely to be aware of it than
others—it is unlikely that she was joking, although that possibility cannot be entirely
discounted. Ultimately, Susa married Jacob Gates in 1880 and remained married to him
for the rest of his life.
Gates justified her career goals in two primary ways: by invoking gender-neutral
language on the eternal importance of education from Joseph Smith’s revelations and by
insisting that academic work brought her personal fulfillment.
Gates justified her career goals by, on the one hand, employing gender-neutral
language on the eternal importance of education from Joseph Smith’s revelations and, on
the other hand, by invoking the personal fulfillment her work brought her. “Now mother,
you surely don’t wish me to break up all my plans and life, and once more be turned
adrift without aim or object. I am contented and busy here. I feel that I am doing some
good, and receiving much instruction. All that we learn in this world counts us so much
in the world to come.” Both motivations stand in contrast to the way Gates justified her
sister Rhoda’s incentive to learn music: so that “she [would] make a smart [i.e., attractive]
woman with culture.” Such reasoning aligns more closely with contemporary rationales
for women’s education: to cultivate polished matrons and attract their mates, rather than
to produce professionals. Although Susa went on to reconcile herself to the patriarchal
structure of the Church, her letters from this time reveal a strong young woman fighting
to make use of her talents in spite of opposition.
Conclusion
In 1929, Reynolds wrote an editorial for the Relief Society Magazine on the progress
of female education in the United States: “Today the majority of colleges in the United
States confer degrees on women, and even so conservative an institution as Yale admits
women to its graduate school.” She encouraged her readers to look forward to a future
“big with promise.” There are many layers of irony to Reynolds’ celebratory attitude.
As a Westerner and a Latter-day Saint of her generation, Reynolds had received a
coeducational secondary education long before such had become the norm in the Eastern
States. As an adult professional, she had completed enrichment courses at many of the
country’s premier universities and noted the number of female professors and the way
female students were treated in all of these settings. The West had made more progress
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more quickly than the rest of the nation, she felt. Yet her male colleagues, in undergoing
their own adjustment to the norms of Eastern universities, seem not to have noticed
or cared. Because of this, the bright future for professional LDS women that Reynolds
envisioned took decades to realize.
This paper contributes to the existing literature that examines why in his book
American Universities and the Making of Modern Mormonism, Thomas W. Simpson asserts
that women’s educational achievement in Utah dropped off after about 1900. He believes
this is because the end of the polygamy era removed pressure for the church to promote
women’s agency and achievement for propaganda purposes. This study, while not
comprehensive, suggests some additional reasons for the phenomenon of the disappearing
LDS woman professional. Perhaps the generation of male leaders that encouraged female
education “failed to reproduce themselves,” in Lola Van Wagenen’s phrase, because their
sons, for the most part, uncritically absorbed patriarchal norms and expectations from
their textbooks and the broader academic milieu. Professional women, meanwhile,
had always needed to navigate patriarchal expectations for their lives and bodies in
pursuing alternative goals, but found themselves less able to do so as female mentors
were few and male mentors became increasingly uninterested in cultivating protégés
of the opposite sex. Nevertheless, this study can serve as a reminder that, even as the
church’s institutional support for women fluctuated over time, individual women always
retained some agency to navigate competing religious and gender expectations.

Ian is a history major with plans to pursue a PhD in political theory. He grew up all over the Mountain
West, but only ever felt at home in big cities at sea level. Over his time at BYU, he has enjoyed pursuing
creative writing projects, learning from other feminists, serving in leadership capacities in societies across
from campus, from Phi Alpha Theta to the Honors Student Leadership Council. He is passionate about equity
and access to higher education, and thinks region and social class are two of the most under-appreciated forms
of diversity in the U.S. today. He would like to thank Dr. Rachel Cope, Audrey Saxton, and the editors of AWE
for their advice and inspiration on this paper.

AWE • Issue VI • 2019

31

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Primary Sources
Gates, Susa Young. Letters. BYU Special Collections,
Harold B. Lee Library.
Reynolds, Alice Louise. Autobiography. BYU Special
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library.
————. “Women and Higher Education.” Relief
Society Magazine. Vol. 16. 1929.
(Various). “The Old B. Y. Academy.” The Young
Woman’s Journal. Vol. 3. May 1892.
(Various). “Pedagogical history of the Brigham Young
University class of 1893.”
Secondary Sources
Alexander, Thomas G. Mormonism in Transition,
1890-1920. 2nd ed. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois
Press, 1996.
Anon. “Buds on the Tree of Knowledge: Early Views
of Brigham Young University.” Utah Historical
Quarterly (October 1975).
Bennion, Milton Lynn. Mormonism and Education.
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints: Salt
Lake City, 1939.
Bergera, Gary James, and Ronald Priddis. Brigham
Young University: A House of Faith. Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1985.
Hall, Dave. “A Crossroads for Mormon Women: Amy
Brown Lyman, J. Reuben Clark, and the Decline of
Organized Women’s Activism in the Relief Society.”
Journal of Mormon History, vol. 36, no. 2: Spring
2010.
Kelly, Mary. Learning to Stand & Speak: Women,
Education, and Public Life in America’s Republic.
Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2006.
Simpson, Thomas W. American Universities and the
Birth of Modern Mormonism, 1867-1940. Chapel Hill:
UNC Press, 2016.
Van Wagenen, Lola. Sister-Wives and Suffragists:
Polygamy and the Politics of Woman Suffrage. Provo:
BYU Studies, 2003.
Wilkinson, Ernest L., ed. Brigham Young University:
The First One Hundred Years. Vol. 1. Provo: BYU
Press, 1975.

32

AWE • Issue VI • 2019

Female Faculty, no. 3

pg. 94

Maika Kagawa Bahr

The Invisible
Bluestocking
Naganuma Chieko’s Organic Cover Art

T

he soft-spoken artist Naganuma Chieko did not record many of her own thoughts
during her lifetime, and her existence would have been forgotten entirely had it
not been for her husband, Takamura Kōtarō, and her acquaintance, Hiratsuka
Raichō, who immortalized her in their well-known writings. Naganuma was a graduate
of the Japan Women’s University in Tokyo and later became a member of the wellknown group, the Seitōsha, or the Bluestockings of Japan. She designed and drew the
cover for the inaugural issue of the Seitō magazine, first published in September of 1911
(Fig. 1). The first edition of this all-women literary magazine featured creative stories,
translations of foreign texts, and a commanding manifesto on Japanese feminism. The
cover shows a stylized woman with a pronounced Western nose that is reminiscent of
ancient Egyptian royalty. The figure floats above a geometric, art-nouveau pattern and
is flanked by the Chinese characters for “blue” and “stocking” read from right to left.
Only one Japanese scholar, Nakashima Miyuki, has analyzed this captivating cover art
so far—she claims that the woman evokes imagery similar to Ophelia, but instead of
being belittled and weakened by the water, this woman is empowered by nature and
stands as a figure to be revered.1 Although Nakashima does connect the image to natural
elements, I expand her theory by decoding Naganuma Chieko’s beliefs about women,
nature, and the past by evaluating the writings of her Seitōsha sister, Hiratsuka Raichō,
and Naganuma’s poet husband, Takamura Kōtarō. I assert that through the style and
iconography of the cover, Naganuma Chieko simultaneously hearkens back to both
the ancient Japanese and Western nature-centric cultures in order to reclaim female
creativity and embody sexual empowerment, effectively advancing the burgeoning cause
of feminism in late-Meiji era Japan.
Seitō blossomed during a period of radical change in Japan. In 1868, the Meiji
Restoration drastically changed the political and social environment for both men and
women. The isolationist policy that had been enacted in 1633 was dismantled, and Western
influence started pouring into the homogenous country. Industrialization expanded, a
cabinet and judiciary branch of government were established, and a constitution was
written, making Japan more comparable to Western countries. Enlightenment thinking
brought about laws that made primary and secondary education mandatory and created
new educational opportunities for women. By 1899, all prefectures were required to have
at least one girls’ high school, and women’s colleges began to be established. However, the
sole purpose of women’s education was to create virtuous mothers who were equipped to
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raise well-rounded boys. The Cult of Happy Motherhood that plagued Europe during the
eighteenth century had finally arrived in Japan, and progressive women began yearning
for a place in the public sphere.2
While there were educational advances for women in this westernizing society, in
the 1890s, many began to turn back to Japanese tradition and passed laws that were
based on the old-fashioned cultural norms of Japan. For example, in 1900, under Article
5 of the Police Security Regulations, women were disallowed from joining political
organizations or attending political meetings because those activities were thought to
be detrimental to women’s virtue.3 By 1900, the Western culture that had previously
saturated the country competed with Japanese tradition for prominence in society.
It was during this period of opposition between cultures that the Seitōsha attended
women’s universities and began working on the Seitō magazine.
The “Seitō” moniker and magazine itself were first proposed by Ikuta Chōkō, the
man responsible for forming the women’s literary group, the Keishuu Literary Society—a
precursor to the Seitōsha. He encouraged one member, a unique woman named Hiratsuka
Raichō, to collect and publish the works of women writers, many of whom began writing
while in the Keishuu Literary Society. Hiratsuka drafted a statement of purpose for the
magazine that called for women to develop their literary talents for the “furtherance
of women’s thought, art, and moral cultivation.”4 This powerful declaration guided and
directed the influential magazine during the first few years of publication. The journal
was given the name “Seitō”—a direct translation of “blue stockings.” They decided to
look to the European Bluestockings from the eighteenth century for inspiration.5 In
encyclopedias and history books, the title of “Bluestocking” was originally translated
into the “Party of the Blue Tabi Socks.” Ikuta decided that to rename the group and use
the traditional Chinese characters for “blue” and “stocking” would be more authoritative
and relevant to their society.6 In doing so, they successfully appropriated a Western idea
into the traditional Japanese writing style.
On June 11, 1911, the original Seitō staff members, Hiratsuka Raichō, Yasumochi
Yoshiko, Mozume Kazuko, Kiuchi Teiko, and Nakano Hatsuko met together for the first
time. These women were able to create a magazine thanks to the evolution of publication
culture at this time; many printing companies began producing new journals to target
newly educated women.7 They labored over editing and publishing details, brainstormed
names of other women they planned to recruit, and decided who the artist for the
cover art should be. Hiratsuka Raichō, the powerful leader of the Seitōsha, says in her
autobiography that Naganuma was her first choice since at the time, she was studying oil
painting at the Pacific Painting Research Institute that specialized in Western style art.8
Hiratsuka met Naganuma when they became tennis partners while studying at the
Japan Women’s University. Hiratsuka said that she “was shy and withdrawn, too timid to
look anyone in the face, her voice barely audible.”9 She also noted that “the collar of her
kimono was daringly pulled back and the hem was trailing, and her loose hair flopped
over her forehead. Stranger still was her languorous walk, at once demure and seductive.
Even as a student she [had] been eccentric…” Her quiet demeanor contrasted with her
loud actions, like her avant-garde fashion sense and brashness in art. For example,
during her artistic training, Naganuma’s teacher pointed out the overabundance of an
unpleasant avocado shade in her work. As soon as the teacher left, Naganuma proceeded
to splash more globs of green onto her canvas in a hasty act of defiance.10 So, although
she did not speak out very often, she often defied stereotypes and made rebellious
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statements through her actions and her art. Hiratsuka remembered Naganuma’s unique
character from college and asked her to illustrate the cover of the inaugural issue of
Seitō—Naganuma accepted and drew a cover that encapsulated the spirit of the Seitōsha.
Hiratsuka Raichō published her essay, “In the Beginning, Woman Was the Sun,”
also called the “Seitō Manifesto,” in the first issue of the magazine. This work illustrates
some of the beliefs that she and Naganuma may have shared—beliefs that influenced
Naganuma when she drew the cover for the Seitō magazine. Woman’s connection to
nature is seen in Hiratsuka’s essay and Naganuma’s exquisite cover. In her own words,
Hiratsuka says that the Manifesto advocates that “before anything else, women must
achieve an understanding of themselves as human beings and as individuals. They must
also experience a sweeping, self-liberating spiritual revolution.”11 In the inaugural issue
of the magazine, Hiratsuka and other writers like the famous poet Yosano Akiko used
nature imagery to talk about the feminine creativity they wished to reclaim.12
Similarly, Naganuma’s cover does not use any overtly political iconography, but
rather points to a woman in tune with nature as the source of inner strength. In the
artwork, the woman stalwartly gazes upward and stands tall, confident, and dominant.
The natural and curvaceous body is the source of her womanly strength. The figure is
laid out on a geometric, yet still organic, pattern with ambiguous shapes that are meant
to evoke sun rays and bubbles. Her loosely braided hair is more in tune with nature
than the traditional updo that was fashionable in Japan at the time. Just as Naganuma’s
“floppy” hair was considered a declaration of independence, the cover girl’s hair also
makes a statement of uniqueness and freedom from social constraints. The prevalent
theme of nature empowers the woman’s body and raises her to the status of a goddess.
The idea of womanhood’s connection to a natural element as seen in Naganuma’s art
is also connected to Hiratsuka’s ideas about the sun. Hiratsuka compares woman’s inner
strength to the sun and famously says, “In the beginning, Woman was truly the Sun. An
authentic person. Now, Woman is the Moon. Living off another, reflecting another’s
brilliance, she is the moon whose face is sickly and wan.”13 Many authors including
Ikuta Chōkō and her Seitōsha sister, Yosano Akiko, compared women to the moon,
but Hiratsuka reverses the traditional yin-yang imagery and says that women should be
compared to the more masculine sun. She claims that women were originally the sun
whose light was dulled to the brightness of the moon because of society.14 Additionally,
Hiratsuka connects the sun to hidden genius and spirituality in her writing and expounds
further by connecting these notions with the natural world. She says, “Ah, hidden
Genius! It is the embryo of the wisdom of Nature at the center of the flames burning
deep within us. It is the child of omniscient and omnipotent nature.”15 Here, Hiratsuka
pronounces that genius is the product of nature that burns within and must be released
in a spiritual revitalization that occurs in the life of women. Hiratsuka dreamed of a
society where humans and nature were unified; this idea undoubtedly stemmed from her
beliefs in Zen Buddhism.16
Her Buddhist beliefs and the blatant allusion to the Rising Sun of Japan draws upon
Japanese tradition, which also appears in Naganuma’s cover. Hiratsuka’s bold claim, “In
the beginning, Woman was truly the Sun,” alludes to women’s previous literary successes
in ancient times. The most famous Japanese writer in history was a woman: Murasaki
Shikibu, the author of The Tale of Genji. Murasaki worked during the beginning of the
eleventh century when female writers were quite successful. At the beginning of the Edo
period in the seventeenth century, however, women writers were much less prominent
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until the Meiji Restoration. Hiratsuka Raichō feels the need to reignite women’s “sun” or
literary creative genius and hearken back to ancient Japan to do so. Naganuma reiterates
the focus on ancient Japan by drawing attention to the characters in her illustrated
cover, which stand out and make up approximately a third of the picture plane. The
character that was chosen to represent “stocking” (鞜) is actually an outdated version
of the modern character for “sock” (靴). The character’s prominence on the cover brings
attention to the image of ancient Japan that is represented by the archaic symbol.
Additionally, Hiratsuka’s sun imagery that Naganuma depicts in her artwork alludes
to the most popular deity of Japanese religion: Amaterasu, the sun goddess. Born to the
gods of the Japanese creation myth, Izanami and Izanagi, Amaterasu became the most
important god in the Japanese canon because of her posterity; all the emperors of Japan
are said to be descendants of this goddess.18 Hiratsuka says that in ancient times, women
were more clearly tied to the power of the sun, and her blatant intimation of this female
power is seen in the cover’s zig-zagging lines that resemble light rays emanating from the
woman’s body. The Seitōsha hoped to encourage women to reclaim the fiery and sacred
creative potential that had been connected to their gender in the past. Hiratsuka’s essay
and Naganuma’s cover both connote Japanese traditions such as women writers from
classical Japan and the female sun goddess Amaterasu.
Hiratsuka Raichō also connects the concepts of nature, the sun, spirituality, and
womanhood and concludes her essay with the following poignant quote:
“We must constantly continue our spiritual concentration and ardent prayer. Hence,
we must spare no effort! Until the day on which our hidden Genius is born, until the
day our veiled Sun shall shine… On that day, as supreme rulers of our own existence,
we will stand at the very heart of Nature. Self-aware and self-reliant, we will have no
need to question ourselves, for we will be authentic people… No longer will Woman be
the Moon. On that day, Woman will once again become the sun of ancient times. An
authentic person. And so, we shall rule the great, dazzling gold palace atop the crystal
mountain in the east of the Land of the Rising Sun.”19
Hiratsuka notes that Naganuma’s cover perfectly encapsulated the Seitōsha creed
and that “for its time, the picture was daring and certain to awaken the aspirations
of young women.”20 Naganuma’s and Hiratsuka’s similar ideologies about women and
nature both clearly demonstrate the Seitō Manifesto’s intention. Naganuma’s and
Hiratsuka’s similar ideologies about women and nature both clearly demonstrate the
Seitō Manifesto’s intention. Naganuma’s artwork served as the poster of late-Meiji
feminism and helped to disseminate the image of a powerful woman.
Naganuma’s husband, Takamura Kōtarō, wrote poems about her that give us insight
into her personality and into Naganuma and Takamura’s shared perceptions about the
world and womanhood. Takamura himself was highly influenced by Western thought.
He started out as a sculptor, studying at the Tokyo University of Fine Arts and Music
before travelling to New York City, London, and finally Paris in 1906 where he tried
to make a living. He met Naganuma in 1912 after she had already graduated from the
Japan Women’s University, joined the Seitōsha, and illustrated the cover for the Seitō
magazine. They were married in 1913 with a reception held in a Western restaurant.21
Naganuma and Takamura did not shy away from Western culture despite multitudes
of citizens who were returning to Japanese tradition. After their wedding, Takamura
began to focus on poetry and adopted a Western style—his verses were more prose-like.
His poems did not adhere to the strict syllabic rules of traditional Japanese tankas and
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haikus.22 His Western training influenced Naganuma as she produced art in her personal
studio in their home. This foreign influence is seen in the art nouveau style that she
employed in her drawing. The geometric forms and organic shapes closely resemble the
stylized forms in art nouveau postcards by Japanese artists from the same time (Fig. 2,
Fig. 3, and Fig. 4). This new style was drastically different from the flat ukiyo-e prints
that Japan was known for. The art nouveau style that started permeating the Japanese
art world at this time was one of the results of the westernization of Japan that affected
Naganuma Chieko and her husband.
Takamura Kōtarō’s tender poems about his beloved wife and their open-minded,
Western marriage are what have brought him lasting fame. His marriage philosophy
found in the Chieko Poems is vital to understanding the relationship between him
and Naganuma. Although some scholars argue that Takamura was actually a vain,
obsessive husband who crushed his wife’s ambition and slowly pushed her to insanity,
the scholars like Kanai Mieko who proposed these outdated claims from the 1990s
did not have as thorough of an understanding of mental disease and the hereditary
nature of schizophrenia that Naganuma was diagnosed with in 1931.23 Naganuma and
Takamura’s relationship was based on mutual respect and equality—central tenets of
marriage to both of them. His poems, collectively called The Chieko Poems, showcase
their progressive marriage and Naganuma’s pure demeanor; in turn, these ideas went on
to influence the Seitō cover.
Even though the Chieko Poems were written after Naganuma had already illustrated
the artwork for the cover of the Seitō magazine, these poems documenting the relationship
between her and her husband provide valuable insight into her convictions regarding
marriage and womanhood, especially woman’s connection to nature. Takamura admired
Walt Whitman and frequently blended Whitman’s poetry with Japanese Buddhist views,
portraying nature as the ultimate backdrop for spiritual experiences.24 In his poem called
“One Evening,” he claimed that their love-based marriage “obey[ed] the laws of nature.”25
Since Naganuma was raised in the rural Fukushima prefecture, Takamura frequently
wrote about her as a savior figure that drew power from nature. For example, in his poem
titled “Fear” from 1912, he says, “You’re that round moon perspiring in the blue-black sky,
/ a moon that leads the world to dream.”26 Naganuma herself probably concurred with
Takamura’s perception that she often felt one with nature. She refers to nature in her
cover with her art-nouveau inspired organic elements and by depicting the woman as a
natural, fertility goddess who is comfortable with her sexuality.
The confident sexuality of the female figure also concurs with Takamura and
Naganuma’s attitudes of sex positivity. This mindset is apparent in Takamura’s poems
about his wife. “Adoration of Love” from February 1914 and “Sexual Passion” from August
of 1914, both provide a sultry, euphemistic description of their physical relationship.27
The open sexuality seen in these poems also stress the importance of the body, which
was an essential focus for early feminists. The male writers like Takamura who were a
part of the Naturalist writing movement that was popular from 1900 to 1910 in Japan
were authentic and real in their descriptions of their sexual experiences.28 On the other
hand, women were not as free to detail their sexual awakening or bodily exploration
in confessional novels as the men did, so Naganuma’s cover art was shocking to the
public.29 Naganuma’s rendering of the woman’s body is compelling and robust, taking
up a majority of the picture plane. The fulcrum of the work is her solid, fertile frame.
Her curvy body is accentuated with the wavy lines on her garment and her flowing
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hair. The themes of a love for the Western style and marriage philosophy, admiration of
nature and the body, and sex positivity seen in the stylized drawing plainly demonstrate
Takamura’s and Naganuma’s views on marriage and womanhood. Naganuma did not
often speak out in word, but she spoke with her actions—marrying Takamura enabled
her thoughts to be heard for all those who complained about her mousy, soft voice.
Although Naganuma Chieko’s illustrated cover for the inaugural issue of the Seitō
magazine is an emphatic feminist war cry, her quiet career is often ignored. By reading
the works of her husband, Takamura Kōtarō, and her Seitōsha friend, Hiratsuka Raichō,
we can see Naganuma’s ideology regarding womanhood. Hiratsuka’s writings show us
that perhaps Naganuma associated woman with nature, the sun, genius, and spirituality.
Takamura’s poems show us that Naganuma believed in social equality in marriage and
held a connection to the West and to nature. Western and Japanese interpretations of
nature’s connection to woman’s spirituality and physical body are seen in the cover for
the inaugural issue of the Seitō magazine. Naganuma believed in turning back to past
cultures like pre-Meiji era Japan and Western antiquity to get to the root of society:
nature. The connection between nature, these cultures, and womanhood are all palpable
in Naganuma’s organic cover art.

Maika is a senior majoring in Art History and Curatorial Studies with a minor in Digital Humanities. She was
born in Utah, but also grew up in Japan where her mother is from; her cultural heritage has led to an interest
in Japanese art history. She hopes to study cross-cultural connections between Japan and the West in graduate
school.
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Figure 1: Naganuma Chieko,
Seitō cover, 1911.

Figure 2: A Japanese, art-nouveau
postcard from the Boston Museum
of Fine Arts. Ichijō Narumi, Woman
Seated in Water (1906).
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Figure 3: A Japanese, art-nouveau
postcard from the Boston Museum
of Fine Arts. Hashiguchi Gōyō, The
Rabbit in the Moon (Late Meiji era).

Figure 4: A Japanese, art-nouveau
postcard from the Boston Museum
of Fine Arts. Yamamura Kōka, Love
Letter (1906).
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Claire Keller

Catcalling
Making Something Out of Nothing at All

W

hen I walk down the street at night, I jump from lamp post to lamp post,
lingering in the light just a half second more before stepping back into
the shadows. My keys are looped between each finger, a pink pepper spray
clenched in white fists and sweaty palms. Chin up, arms crossed. Loud steps and careful
ears on a street I’ve walked ten times before. And when his voice, their voices, and the
hum of a car engine slowing behind me are heard, I’m ready. I know I’m ready because
I have always been ready, preparing and practicing and waiting because if it hasn’t
happened yet, it will eventually.
I brace myself, waiting for a hand on the shoulder. But instead, “Heyyy baby!”
echoes with my footsteps. “I just want to get to know you” follows me down the block.
I am stalked by pleas for my smile and skirt and skin, begging to get to know me but
never asking my name. I am fourteen years old, walking to a friend’s house from tennis
practice, and reminding myself that next time, I’ll just go home.
By their 12th birthday, nearly one in four girls in the United States will be sexually
harassed—by age 17, this rate skyrockets to 85% (Livingston et al. 5). Despite these
disturbing statistics, street harassment has been swept under the rug for decades. This
abuse is experienced daily by millions of victims across the globe but is seemingly
forgotten in the midst of bigger, louder problems.
However, with the eruption of the #MeToo movement, a newfound awareness
for these offenses has swept the United States. Men and women across the nation are
encouraging one another to report, follow through, and bring justice to the perpetrators
of sexual harassment and assault. While legal vigilance and increased support systems
have drastically decreased tolerance for sexual assault, street harassment continues to fly
under the radar as a momentary and insignificant attack. In this regard the every-day
impacts, long-term psychological harm, and fear of physical violence inflicted through
catcalling are similarly discounted. What few have come to realize is that to truly change
our society’s propensity to excuse this behavior, we must first come to understand why
it is inexcusable in the first place. Only by doing so will the necessary steps be taken to
improve the safety and security of women in the public sphere.
Pushing past its ambiguity in both definition and execution, at the true core of
street harassment is sexual objectification. While people of all genders and backgrounds
fall victim to this treatment, historically, women are the primary target (Laniya).
Sexual objectification—its roots deeply planted in society—is a substantial driving
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force behind gender oppression in all forms, from systemic sexism to violence against
women. Despite its leading role on the world stage, few truly understand its parameters.
Sexual objectification is defined as the isolation of a woman’s body or body parts from
her whole and complex being, treated as objects with the intention of looking at,
desiring, or touching them (Fredrickson and Roberts 201). The implementation of this
objectification is revealed daily on a global scale, ranging from an unbreaking gaze to
sexual harassment to rape. Its reach is ever expanding as advertisements, music videos,
movies, and pornography turn women into objects for a man’s personal use. Social media
platforms know no shame; girls and women are told with every photoshopped image
that their bodies will never be enough. Further, the boys who grow up consuming these
images go on to objectify women who do not meet their unrealistic expectations.
The damaging nature of sexual objectification is clear, yet so often ignored and
even argued against by those who, for the most part, have never experienced it before.
Many will argue that in its mildest forms—promiscuous hamburger advertisements and
unexpected comments on appearance in the street—minimal harm is done. In a blog
published by The New York Times, readers were invited to comment their opinion
about catcalling on the street, to which such statements as, “I think it is perfectly fine for
a man to compliment a woman, that’s just a guy’s way of saying that you look good, there
is no difference if calling out or walking up to the girl other than showing confidence”
were submitted (Schulten). What this comment, posted under the pseudonym “Will,”
neglected to consider was that the fleeting nature of “compliments” yelled from across
the street deny women any means of counteraction. By “showing confidence,” men are
forcing passivisity onto the recipients of their words, who, with little chance to even see
their commentator, are left feeling degraded and powerless.
Even those with a basic comprehension of the unwanted nature of catcalls can
be oblivious or skeptical of the damage they instill. This lack of understanding is
unsurprising as most men have limited personal experience with street harassment. In
a survey conducted backing the #MeToo movement, a mere 14% of men reported that
someone ever whistled, honked, made kissy noises, “pssst” sounds, or stared aggressively
at them in a public place (Stop Street Harassment 17). Of the women in the survey, 65%
reported to have experienced the same. The disparity between these groups similarly
explains the inconsistency with which street harassment is discussed and treated. Thus,
for men like “Will,” catcalling is seen as a compliment rather than a man’s failure to
control his inappropriate burst of sexual desire.
However, it is hopefully safe to assume that most men recognize the indecency of such
behavior. It is this lack of experience and conversation, rather than a lack of empathy, that
prevents them from truly understanding the harm behind such interactions. When affected
personally, however, the true impact of catcalling is revealed with a clarity impossible to
recreate in an academic paper. I witnessed this myself just a few years ago. After winning
a water polo tournament earlier that morning, my dad and I excitedly discussed plans for
the day as we walked a few blocks down the road for a pancake brunch. Our walk was
abruptly interrupted by a man sitting on the sidewalk who unashamedly called out “Nice!”
as I walked by. Ignoring him, I continued walking; my dad, from whom I have never heard a
harsh word in my life, promptly turned around and spoke several, appropriately expressed,
harsh words. After spending years ignoring such comments, my dad’s immediate reaction
not only impacted his perspective of catcalling, but demonstrated to me that perhaps this
behavior was far more harmful than I had previously believed.
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While many, including myself, have been taught that the everyday impacts of
street harassment are seemingly negligible, the unspoken consequences of this crime
are extensive. When nearly 5,000 women were asked about their catcalling experiences
in the United States, 85% reported that they chose to take a different route home or to
their destination to avoid being catcalled (Livingston et al. 9). The significance of this is
often underestimated; nearly nine out of ten women have walked an extra block, paid
for a taxi, inconvenienced their lives, in fear of the man “just complimenting them”
across the street. Seventy percent of women have canceled their plans for a social outing
to avoid being harassed. They are denied time with friends and family, time no longer
worth fighting the lingering eyes and grabbing words for. Seven percent of women in the
study reported that because of street harassment, they packed up their things, sold their
homes, and left (Livingston et. al 9).
In addition to changing their lifestyles, street harassment also forces women
to change their appearance. In the United States, 66% of women have changed their
outfit in fear of being catcalled on the streets (Livingston et. al 9). Unfortunately,
due to common stereotypes many may read this statistic as evidence of a correlation
between clothing and sexual harassment. In reality, this assumption is unsubstantiated;
the likelihood of a woman being sexually harassed has virtually no correlation to her
outfit. If, however, this social construct is entertained, then one would have no reason
to suspect that sexual harassment could occur in Egypt—where 96% of women report
wearing some form of head covering and modest clothing in accordance to Islamic
and cultural standards (Moaddel 54). However, according to a 2013 report published
by The United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women,
99.3% of Egyptian women have experienced some form of sexual harassment in their
lifetime (United Nations 6). These women, the majority of whom conform to one of
the more traditionally conservative cultures in the world, are being sexually harassed
at levels unimaginable in the United States, where we blame women for what they are
wearing. While it is clear that some choices of clothing attract more attention than
others, regardless of whether a woman is wearing a burqa or a bikini, no outfit gives a
man permission to inappropriately comment on her appearance. The abuses endured by
women on the street not only force them to change their everyday routine, but often
push them off the streets entirely.
By nature, sexual objectification and street harassment exclude women from public
spaces, infringing on their rights as equal citizens of the state to men (Laniya). To avoid
harassment, women often feel confined to travel only when accompanied by a man,
establishing a social system where men negotiate the terms of female mobility in public
space. This perpetuates a culture of female relegation to the home and further enforces
the marginalization of women in modern society (Laniya). The sometimes drastic steps
women have to take to avoid being catcalled should be evidence enough to demonstrate
to perpetrators that it is unwanted. Even if their intention was to flatter the individual,
these one-size-fits-all comments are tailored to evoke emotion from as many women as
possible and thus are more about asserting power than initiating friendship (Goodwin).
It is impossible to deny: when women are forced to reshape, replan, and restart their
lives they are no longer victims of a faceless crime, but prisoners in their own homes,
held captive by the disregard of those with the power to free them.
In this regard, women are left with an unshakable self doubt before they can even
recognize its cause. According to the objectification theory, with constant exposure to
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sexually objectifying experiences, women are socialized to adopt society’s perspective of
the female body as their own. Research has linked this internalization to mental health
issues such as disordered eating and reduced productivity (Fredrickson and Roberts 186).
Unsurprisingly, sexual objectification drastically increases self-monitoring, fostering
long-term feelings of shame and anxiety and often leading to depression in girls as young
as 12 (Szymanski and Henning 48).
But perhaps even more relevant today, young women are facing a new kind
of harassment taking over technology by swarm. While catcalls and unwanted
compliments echo down the streets, the same perpetrators are now granted access to
permeate into the homes and infiltrate the personal lives of women through social media
and technology. All too similarly, these harmful and unsolicited messages—and often
images—are brushed off as discrete and isolated events. During my first year of middle
school, I vividly remember getting off the school bus and feeling sick to my stomach
after receiving an unexpected explicit photograph of one of my peers. After cautiously
deciding to confide in a friend, I received little sympathy as she laughed it off and
asserted that “he must like you.” Regardless of how many peers may advise their friends
to let it go, the psychological repercussions of these non-consensual interactions remain
firmly planted in the victims’ subconscious.
In addition to harming a woman’s emotional and mental health, street harassment
infringes upon her independent identity (Laniya). Unwanted comments in public spaces
are based on the assumption that a woman is constantly open and welcoming of a man’s
opinion, invading her sense of privacy by asserting dominance over her. For example,
when a woman is commanded to “smile” by a man, she is being silently forced to comply
for his emotional satisfaction while entirely disregarding her own emotions in fear
of further harassment (Laniya). Regardless of the perpetrator’s intention, comments
one would consider flattering become sinister when expressed in such inappropriate
circumstances. In an online discussion of street harassment, one woman commented,
“Imagine if someone just walked into your apartment and complimented you on how
nice it was. Chances are you would be more offended by his intrusion than flattered by
his compliment” (Laniya).
When you are sexually objectified, your worth is diminished to the appearance
and sexual capabilities of your body. You become a product to be used, consumed, and
discarded; strangers assess your value with the same confidence expressed when they
leave reviews on a new purchase. When you are reduced to a display for the valuation of
male eyes, accomplishments and self-worth are left behind as you become inescapably
powerless, “powerless to prevent it, powerless to counteract it, powerless to transcend
your own physiology” (Goodwin). And when the only emotions you associate with your
sexuality are humiliation and shame, your fear of unwanted judgement is left behind in
terror of something much darker.
Though catcalls may occur in a matter of seconds, these remarks open up a
gateway to violence and sexual aggression. The nature of street harassment itself
reminds women that responding to sexual harassment may prove more dangerous
than accepting it in the face of potential violence. Those who respond and experience
violence are often met with claims they were “asking for it,” perpetuating a victimblaming response and justification. This mindset mirrors the dynamics of rape culture,
that a woman’s objections have little power over the desires of her assailant. That being
said, the opposite choice offers similarly grim options as ignoring the sexual conduct
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often results in heightened reactions and even threats from the perpetrator. When
catcalled, women are trapped by fear of enraging him, unable to confront and unable
to ignore the harassment (Laniya).
Men who hear of these interactions may find this fear difficult to understand
because of their unfamiliarity with it. Additionally, the majority of men in the United
States are neither participating in nor intentionally perpetuating street harassment,
thus excluding them from the narrative. Most importantly, however, as the dominant
group in a gender-oriented culture, rape, sexual assault, and sexual harassment are far
less prevalent and thus, less feared by men. Meanwhile, the pervasive sex-power dynamic
in our society provides women with daily reminders of their role as victims, rather than
equals, to their male counterparts in the public realm. In Ellison v. Brady—a landmark
case surrounding sexual harassment in the workplace—the Ninth Circuit Court of
Appeals recognized that women who suffer from mild forms of sexual harassment
“may understandably worry whether a harasser’s conduct is merely a prelude to violent
sexual assault.” They then went on to clarify that men may view such experiences “in a
vacuum without a full appreciation of the social setting or underlying threat of violence”
(Laniya). In a historically male-dominated society, sexual harassment is not an isolated
event, but a terrifying reflection of the threatening and potentially violent power that
men have asserted over women for generations.
Unfortunately, this fear of sexual violence is too often actualized in women’s
reality. According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, one in six women will suffer rape
or attempted rape at least once in their lifetime (Morgan and Kena). This alarming
statistic, discussed and debated incessantly, instills a similarly incessant fear in women’s
minds that experiencing said harm is nearly inevitable in their lifetime as well. This is
not to say that all perpetrators of street harassment have the intention of raping their
victims, nor that all victims of street harassment will be raped; rather, it is to say that
by perpetuating a culture where the public objectification and harassment of women
is excused, little indication is given that the private objectification and harassment
of women will be taken seriously. While victims of street harassment recognize that
violence against women and sexual assault are far more extreme than catcalling, they also
recognize that when unaddressed, both the perpetrators and witnesses of these crimes
learn that perhaps in some circumstances, this behavior is acceptable. If unresolved, the
lack of conversation surrounding street harassment will allow this problem to persist
long into the future.
Thus, individuals with an understanding of street harassment must begin the process
of educating the public within their own lives on a daily basis. An impact is only made
with the courage to face a problem that seems far too big to tackle. First and foremost,
it is crucial that victims of street harassment are given the opportunity to share their
story. Rather than encouraging friends and family members to brush off catcalls, taking
their stories seriously and pushing them to report will ultimately increase awareness and
intolerance for this problem. Additionally, after experiencing or witnessing a catcall,
calling the police or appropriate authorities will ultimately lead to the most action and
response on the front end of this movement. If actively witnessing sexual harassment,
in addition to reporting it, safely responding to the perpetrator with the intent of
educating, rather than infuriating, can also provide solace for the victim. Rather than
standing by and allowing such behavior to be tolerated, at the very least, acknowledge
the inappropriate and harmful comments made to validate the woman’s discomfort and
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fear. If unable to respond, resources like the hollaback! app allow for street harassment
to be mapped and recorded to help other women avoid it and authorities prevent it
(Haparimwi). Raising awareness through social media allows women to hear the stories
of others, validate their own experiences, and see the importance of reporting these
crimes.
Speaking up about street harassment will allow those with little or no experience to
gain an understanding of its pervasive and harmful nature. The upcoming generations
will be born into a society where sexual harassment, particularly online, will be as, if
not more prevalent than ever before. It is essential that students in grade school, high
school, college, and law school are educated as to why they must no longer consider
street harassment an inevitable, natural occurrence. Additionally, parents should hold
conversations warning against street harassment in the home frequently, teaching their
children to fight against the sexual objectification presented to them in the media from
such a young age. Their generation, if properly educated, will be the catalyst for changing
the culture of sexual objectification that has tormented women in the United States for
far too long.
By shifting away from the individual perpetrator and focusing on a culture that
perpetuates sexual objectification, the norms that allow for street harassment to persist
can be more easily identified in the midst of so many varying experiences. In doing
so, this pervasive harm can be addressed from the root rather than the endless list of
individual motives behind each occurrence. Street harassment and sexual objectification
have been ingrained into our society by a long history of female oppression and sexbased discrimination. However, we now live in a world where women are closer to
equality than in any time before. Our next move will be critical in closing the gap; the
daily effects, psychological harm, and physical consequences of street harassment must
be brought to light to create a future where these crimes are no longer disregarded, but
globally acknowledged as unacceptable behaviors of the past. Everyday catcalls, stares,
and whistles must come to an end to lay the foundation for a society intolerant to the
sexual objectification of women in every and all contexts.

Claire is from Los Angeles, California. She is currently enrolled in her second semester at BYU and is studying
communications. She developed a love for journalism as an intern for the local news and an editor for her high
school newspaper, The Harvard-Westlake Chronicle. After completing a women's studies course during her
first semester, Claire was inspired to write for A Woman's Experience and has enjoyed doing so immensely.
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Cassie Carlson

Lingerie º10
Women’s sexuality has evolved throughout history, skewing the public’s vision of
what women should be today. It has reached the point that there is no longer an accurate
or single definition of proper female sexuality—or perhaps there never was a proper
definition. We have been trained as women to dress for the “male gaze,” which ultimately
objectifies us to society.
In this series, the highly sexualized pin-up dolls of the 1960s are used to represent
the male gaze, while the lingerie juxtaposes with how a woman wishes to express herself.
Does wearing this type of clothing make her confident and powerful, putting her curves
on display? Or does it increase her exposure to objectification, filling a role that has been
given to her? You decide.

Cassie is a photographer graduating from Brigham Young University. In every picture, she strives to offer a new
perspective or shed a little light. She’s a proud New Yorker and values a good cannoli like none other.
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Michela Miller

Cute

Your word echoes:
“Cute.”
Maybe you mean to say I’m the sweet-spirited wisp in the corner,
apparently too innocent to hear the joke you are telling.
I’m carefree, delicate,
nothing more than a petite songbird.
There are days when I’m tempted to put on black eyeliner and a leather jacket
and do something dangerous
just to prove you wrong.
To prove you overlook
the heaviness poured onto tear-stained pillowcases,
the pit in my stomach
when I walk down sterile halls to visit my sick mother,
or the occasional clenching fear of failure
that wells up in my chest.
If you are content with a mere glance,
you can stop at “cute.”
But I’m not content.
Who do I want to be?
A woman—warrior—
lioness—
queen.
The woman
who walks into a room
whose mere presence
sucks the hushed whispers out of the crowd—
She is here.
The woman
who leaves others’ biting remarks in the dust of her own ambitions,
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whose inner confidence deflects the cookie-cutter gaze
of strangers staring in.
The woman
whose quiet strength bends boulder weaknesses into stepping stones
who with callused hands and trembling muscles,
clings,
climbs,
rises.
The woman
who will never be too busy to enfold you in her warm embrace
whose smile can smooth out crackling creases in hearts.
She loves.
Even meeting her once
is enough to know she’s that kind of soul.
Perhaps someday you’ll recognize me—
a powerful force, a fledgling goddess.
So before you glance past me,
remember one thing:
I am so much more than cute.

Michela is from Provo, Utah. She is a double major in English and Editing and Publishing with a Japanese
minor. She enjoys jazz music, mountains, and crossword puzzles in addition to writing poetry and nonfiction
essays.
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Megan Komm

Witchy Woman
Witchcraft as a Modernized Feminine Motif

T

hroughout history, cautionary tales of witchcraft have been used to oppress and
subjugate women. However, the notions surrounding witchcraft have radically
evolved since the fluctuating witch craze in Europe and America’s own Salem
witch trials. Today, the witch has become a modernized motif for feminism. Now a
symbol of female power in the media, witchcraft has been reclaimed from its pejoration
thanks to the popular culture of the past century.
Prior centuries, however, were less than kind. In what is now the United States, an
inherited distrust of the occult—typically composed of astrology, alchemy, and natural
magic—was perpetuated in the colonies during the late seventeenth century. In Europe,
the mass hysteria surrounding the witch crazes was on a “far more enormous scale [than
what] occurred repeatedly in the Middle Ages,” and, like the Salem witch trials, occurred
“in the wake of stress and social disorganization, after wars or after an epidemic of the
Black Death.” Repeatedly, Europe experienced outbreaks of accusation and agitation
regarding witchcraft; moreover, notions of demonic possession were regularly revived.
This inheritance of antipathy and skepticism, as achieved by historical precedent,
helped lay the foundation for a full-blown witch hunt in the small village of Salem.
Between limited resources, squalid living conditions, family rivalries, and extremely
strict religious practices, these Puritans began to relegate the blame for their immense
difficulties to Satan and Satan-worshippers.
Witches could be blamed for a good deal of trouble and difficulty. In this respect the
belief in witchcraft was very useful indeed. To discover an unseen hand at work in
one’s life was to dispel mystery, to explain misfortune, and to excuse incompetence.
(Demos 304)
With the various misfortunes and other calamitous goings-on, it was obvious to
village authorities that “the devil was at work in Salem Village, and since even the devil
cannot produce results on this scale without human accomplices, it was equally plain
that he had commissioned witches.” With this presumption in hand, more than two
hundred individuals were tried, twenty witches—fourteen of which were women—were
executed, and all blame for the feverish frenzy of the trials was placed on the trickery
of the devil.
Unsurprisingly, “only about 20 percent of accused witches were male, and most of
them were considered guilty simply because of their association with suspected witches
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who were women.” Given that men were certainly among the accused, the convicted,
and the executed, it is easy to ascertain that “witchcraft was not sex-specific.” However,
given the ratio of the accused, it is also apparent that “it was sex-related.” Historically,
women have been the primary targets for accusations of witchcraft, particularly because
as disempowered women “witchcraft [was] regarded as [woman’s] strongest weapon.”
Even in the aftermath of the Salem witch trials, “New Englanders continued to target
the same kind of person as a witch: an elderly, reclusive woman.”
In particular, traditional healers were under extensive scrutiny. Due to emerging
scientific theory, the medical field was rapidly progressing, and suddenly there was no
room for women healers. In fact, the modern stereotype of the witch began to take shape
in this burgeoning, enlightened society of the eighteenth century: the “witch” of the
Salem witch trials was reduced to “the image of a powerful, eccentric woman who did
the work of Satan,” or an “ugly, toothless hag”; the witch in America became a laughable,
useless old woman who was “socially isolated and even mentally weak.”
Rather than remedying the vilifying claims of the Salem witch trials, society instead
proceeded to reduce the sphere of influence for women labeled as witches. The effects
of this curtailment were indiscriminate, however, and the rampant stigmatization and
patronizing rebranding of the witch was extended to include the “potential witch,”
which exists within every woman as feminine power. Rather than possessing the
traditional potentiality as a mystifying threat to the patriarchal governance of society,
women became increasingly marginalized within the Enlightenment movement and
the consequential shift of emphasis to rational thought and scientific fact rather than
more spiritual, theological, and mythic truths. So, although this amendment to societal
perceptions protected women “from the superstitions that had made them victims” to
traditional “accusations of witchcraft,” women became increasingly disempowered in
this new society.
In 1893, prominent American suffragist Matilda Joslyn Gage wrote Woman, Church
and State, which reframed the European witch hunts as a misogynistic attempt by the
church and state to police women’s bodies.
The teaching of the church, as to the creation of women and the origin of evil,
embodied the ordinary belief of the christian peoples, and that woman rather than
man practiced this sin [witchcraft], was attributed by the church to her original
sinful nature, which led her to disobey God’s first command in Eden.
Thus, women who “unrighteously” exerted the feminine power associated with
original sin—or any power, for that matter—were condemned as witches and enemies
to the state. For instance, when reading Cotton Mather’s writings of the Salem witch
trials a simple substitution of “witch” for “woman” allows a fuller comprehension “of the
cruelties inflicted by the church upon this portion of humanity:”
Now, by these confessions ‘tis agreed that the devil has made a dreadful knot of
[women] in the country, and by the help of [women] has dreadfully increased that
knot: that these [women] have driven a trade of commissioning their confederate
spirits to do all sorts of mischiefs to the neighbors, whereupon there have ensured
such mischievous consequences accounted for: yea, that at prodigious [women]meetings, the wretches have proceeded so far as to concert and consult the methods
of rooting out the Christian religion from this country, and setting up instead of it
perhaps a more gross diabolism than ever the world saw before. (323)
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This exploration of dysphemism (substituting a neutral expression for something
more disparaging and polarizing) as encouraged by Matilda Gage reveals the idea
that women, as witches, were seeking to dismantle the patriarchal imprisonment of the
Catholic Church. In doing so, however, women were relegated to that of devil worshippers.
Mather’s writings also reveal the inherent distrust in women as an opposing force to the
Church and the society structure it perpetuated. Given the theologized female inheritance
of original sin, the patriarchal belief is that it must only be natural for women to collude
with the devil in order to gain empowerment. However, with the substitution of “woman”
for “witch,” this ideology becomes glaringly disillusioned.
This revelatory reframing of the plight of women in regard to accusations of witchcraft
lends itself to another purpose: as exhibited within Gage’s writings, it is arguably the
first time that the term “witch” had been corrected and used in a positive way; rather
than continued utilization as a term to vilify women and women’s empowerment, there
definition of witchcraft created a new lens in which to observe the plight of feminism
throughout history. It also provided a framework for the reappropriation of witchcraft
and later representations of witches.
Interestingly, Gage’s writings influenced more than the incredible women steeped
in suffrage movements and feminist literature. L. Frank Baum, the son-in-law of Gage,
channeled Gage’s feminist politics and incorporated refashioned notions of witchery
into his book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. In Baum’s book, published in 1900, just
seven years after Gage published Woman, Church and State, he deviates from cultural
precedence and introduces a new kind of witch. Witches, as imagined by Baum, were
given a complexity of character; witches were no longer confined to a singular trope.
However, the dynamic complexity of the witch was split into a polarity of good versus
evil: the “good” witch embodied the entirety of purity and generosity, and the “bad”
witch embodied the aggregate of ill will and nefariousness.
When adapted into a film by MGM Studios, The Wizard of Oz set the stage for
how witches would continue to be imagined in media and entertainment. The polarity
created by Baum was further enunciated in the portrayals of the witches—Glinda
the Good Witch was bedecked in a bubblegum-pink ballgown of froufrou flair and
brandished a sort of fairy wand, while the Wicked Witch of the West was a greenskinned, warty hag with a pointy black hat and a flying broom. Indeed, The Wizard
of Oz paved the way for films such as “I Married A Witch,” released in 1942, and “Bell,
Book, and Candle,” released in 1958. Just like Glinda the Good Witch, these portrayed
witches are exceptionally beautiful, appealingly charming, and typically rather blonde.
Popular cinematic portrayals of witches began to thwart the traditional image of the
“ugly, toothless hag” conjured after the witch hysteria of the late seventeenth century
and perpetuated in the adaptation of The Wizard of Oz. Thanks to Hollywood, the
witch was no longer a disempowered woman of ill repute; instead, she was glamorous,
mysterious, and perhaps even a little bit dangerous.
But the most beloved example of the new age witch can be found in the then-trendy
television series Bewitched, which gained popularity in the early 1960s and honed in on the
plight of the middle-class housewife. Samantha is beautiful, utterly enchanting, and just so
happens to be a witch. When she falls in love with a mortal man, Samantha endeavors to
lead an ordinary life in suburbia. Throughout the show, however, various spells amid fluff
and fun wreak havoc in the not-so-simple life of Samantha and her husband, Darrin. With
the women’s liberation movement bubbling under the surface, it is especially apparent that
AWE • Issue VI • 2019

59

even the way Samantha uses magic is a nod to feminism—her husband is unable to access
magic, and it’s something outside his realm of control. Thus, Samantha’s magical powers
give her a sort of agency vastly unavailable to the typical suburban housewife of the 1960s.
For the real women confined within the role of housewife during the 1960s,
discontentment and dissatisfaction were beginning to rise to the surface. In 1963, Betty
Friedan published The Feminine Mystique, which is widely regarded as the spark that
lit the flame for second-wave feminism in the United States. When Friedan surveyed
former Smith College classmates as part of the fifteenth anniversary reunion, she found
many of them were incredibly unhappy and isolated in their roles as housewives. This
prompted Friedan’s research contained within The Feminine Mystique, and she began
to interview other suburban housewives and conduct further research in the fields of
psychology, media, and advertising. In the book that is largely regarded as the feminist
manifesto, Friedan challenges the notion of singular feminine fulfillment through
housewifery and motherhood.
The Feminine Mystique imparted a legacy: the book drew large numbers of white,
middle-class women to the feminist cause; politicians began to partly recognize the
frustrations of women and passed legislation for the Equal Pay Act of 1963 (Federal
Employment and Labor Laws); and the National Organization for Women (NOW) was
organized in 1966 by thirty women from various backgrounds. Naturally, Friedan was
one of the thirty founding members, and she helped to draft the founding statement of
NOW, which called for “the true equality for all women.”
A part of the feminist liberation movement of the 1960s was W.I.T.C.H., or the
Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell, which was the name of several
independent (but related) feminist groups in the United States. Another expansion
of the name was “Women Inspired to Tell their Collective History,” or even “Women
Incensed at Telephone Company Harassment.” The various iterations of the acronym
were not as important at the acronym itself, which enabled the groups to embrace the
iconography of the witch. W.I.T.C.H. declared that any woman could become a witch
simply by declaring herself as such (echoing a remark mentioned previously in this
paper: “all women are potential witches”); moreover, any group of women could form a
witches’ coven. In one of their leaflets, it is stated that,
If you are a woman and dare to look within yourself, you are a Witch. You make
your own rules. You are free and beautiful. You can be invisible or evident in how
you choose to make your witch-self known. You can form your own Coven of sister
Witches (thirteen is a cozy number for a group) and do your own actions . . . You are
a Witch by saying aloud, “I am a Witch” three times, and thinking about that. You
are a Witch by being female, untamed, angry, joyous, and immortal.
While perhaps a fringe phenomenon of the time, W.I.T.C.H.’s key assumptions concerning
witchcraft in regard to women’s liberation paved the way for various forms of feministoriented modern paganism. With a contemporary resurgence of witchcraft and magic (some
might even argue that witchery and magic in the form of astrology, divination, and herbalism
is currently trendy), feminist activism has also reached this moment of revitalization. As
witchcraft and feminism have met one another stride for stride, media has matched this
complementary surge: in 2018, Netflix released a reboot of Sabrina, resurrecting the story
of the teenage witch while weaving in political topics and feminist issues. In fact, some
practicing witches would argue that feminism is just another word for witchcraft—after all,
women and witches share a bond that begins with persecution and oppression.
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The potions, spells, and rituals of modern witches stem from a long tradition of
witchcraft. For centuries, magic has been a resource for feminine power and assistance.
Today women across the country are dabbling in the same rituals and earth remedies
(think crystals, herbs, and burning sage); magic, however, is not simply a means for selfpreservation in the midst of a tumultuous political climate—women are harnessing magic
and witchcraft as a political tool. As a means of resistance, these ancient traditions have
been mobilized to rally against masculine hegemony and toxic patriarchal values. The
movement is gaining ground and even has its own hashtag: #MagicResistance. Witches
across the country have banded together to hex political figures like Brett Kavanaugh and
collectively cast spells on President Trump. Whether or not the magic has much effect is
up for debate, but, regardless, women across the country are uniting in a common cause.
Today, the label of “witch” is a political distinction speaking to the fundamentals of
the feminist movement. A witch is a woman with power, and it’s no wonder the witch has
been harnessed as a symbol for women seeking to upend systematic oppression—like a
coven of witches, women across the country are banding together to fight the continued
injustices of a patriarchal society. Similar to the previously explored notion of subjugating
“divine feminine power” in patriarchal fear, one practicing witch iterated that witches are
“what men like Donald Trump are afraid of”; in other words, a patriarchal society actively
fears empowered women. In reclaiming the pejorative “witch,” the feminist movement
iterates itself as a formidable force of divine feminine power ready to crush the patriarchy,
and the movement is only just beginning.

Megan graduated from BYU with her bachelor's degree in English, and she hasn't finished a book since. Reading
sabbatical aside, Megan finds an unruly amount of excitement in greenery, witty conversation, and free food.
Oh, and she thinks witches are pretty rad.
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Madelyn Taylor

“Je, Christine”
Feminine Claims to Power in Ditié De Jehanne D’Arc

I

f nothing else, Christine de Pizan, fifteenth century poet and writer, is significant
for being celebrated both while alive and for years after her death. Though Pizan’s
popularity as a feminist writer often overshadows her work as a French nationalist
and political influencer, Pizan’s last known piece of literature, Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc, has
been recognized by critics as both a feminist celebration and a biting political criticism.
Ditié’s claim to expressly feminine power marks a change in Pizan’s habit of drawing on
androgynous narrators as a source of authority. Ditié is a direct, autobiographical call to
action for the citizens of Paris during a pivotal moment in French history: Joan of Arc’s
reclamation of France from Anglo-Burgundian forces. The three facets of Christine de
Pizan’s poem (its feminist support of a woman warrior, its political critique of newlycrowned King Charles, and its nationalistic appeal to French citizens) do not contradict
each other but rather cooperate in an energetic plea for Parisian citizens to welcome
the Armagnac forces of Joan of Arc and Charles VII into the city during the failed
September siege of Paris in 1429. Ultimately, Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc is a nationalistic poem;
it aims to recover the pride and glory of the French court that was lost when King Henry
V of England seized Paris in 1418. To that end, Pizan manipulates the political power of
providence and mysticism to weaken the King’s divine right as religious sovereign, she
proposes Joan of Arc, a low-class woman, as a powerful, moral superior to the king, and
she claims a political power for herself, completely rooted in her feminine identity.
The Armagnac-Burgundian Civil War had been raging in France for twenty-two
years when Christine de Pizan wrote Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc in 1429. Rooted in a struggle
for regency between the Duke of Orléans and the Duke of Burgundy in the wake of King
Charles VI’s apparent madness, the civil war eventually led to a Burgundian alliance with
English forces during many of the skirmishes in the Hundred Years War. The French
court, represented by Armagnac forces, then, was often fighting England and Burgundy
at the same time. During this period, Paris, the largest city in Europe and hub of French
art and culture, passed back and forth between Armagnac and Anglo-Burgundian rule,
remaining firmly under Anglo-Burgundian control from 1419 to the year Christine de
Pizan wrote Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc. Losing Paris, a symbol of the French court and national
identity, was devastating to those loyal to the French monarchy, as were the Pizans.
It is against this historical backdrop that Pizan opens Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc with
a lament for the fallen state of France, explaining her sudden disappearance from the
French court eleven years earlier: “I, Christine, who have wept for eleven years in a
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walled abbey where I have lived ever since Charles . . . fled in haste from Paris” (Ditié I).
Even while removed from Charles VII’s court in Bourges, Pizan’s familiarity with the
French court and her proximity to Marie of Valois explains her detailed understanding
of the politics behind The Hundreds Year War and the Armagnac-Burgundian Civil War,
enabling her to write the politically driven Ditié.
On March 6, 1429, while Pizan wrote Ditié, Joan of Arc, a peasant woman born and
raised in Domrémy-la-Pucell and the inspiration for Pizan’s poem, met with the dauphin
Charles VII for the first time, claiming to have divine instruction to support Charles
VII in recovering France from English domination. Impressed by her, Charles VII gave
Joan command of a small armed force, and after Joan led a string of successful campaigns
reclaiming Orléans, Loire Valley, and Troyes, the traditional coronation city of Reims
welcomed Joan of Arc and Dauphin Charles VII into the city. Charles VII was crowned
King of France in the reclaimed Reims on July 17.
Joan of Arc’s visions of Saint Margaret, Saint Catherine of Alexandria, and Archangel
Michael became vital details in not only rebranding the French/English conflict as a Holy
War but in Christine de Pizan’s characterization of Joan in the Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc. The
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries had seen a growth in mysticism and fortune-telling
in the Western church and the French courts; the lines between religious prophecy
and fortune-telling blurred as both became accepted sources of religious and political
information. Christine de Pizan’s own father, Tommaso de Pizan, practiced judiciary
astrology, the art of reading the stars to ascertain the will of God, and Charles VII was
known to visit clairvoyants before making political decisions. Though Joan of Arc’s highly
religious visions align her more as mystic than fortune-teller—her voices often instructing
her what to do but not what would happen as a result—Pizan leans heavily into prophetic
tradition when celebrating Joan in her Ditié, going to great lengths to merge the divine
authority of a mystic with the political power of a fortune-teller. By including the legendary
Merlin the Sibyl with the biblical Esther, Judith and Deborah, Pizan ties prophetic figures
independent of Church and monarchy with religious women celebrated by the clergy
(Ditié XXXI, XXVIII). In the same way, Pizan claims Joan’s religious power in Ditié is both
independent of the monarch and Church while also religiously valid.
Joan’s religious influence is not to be underplayed. “It is a fact well worth remembering,”
writes Pizan, “that God should nevertheless have wished . . . to bestow such great blessings
on France, through a young virgin” (Ditié XI). By referring to Joan almost exclusively by her
self-chosen title “La Pucelle,” or in English, “The Maid,” Pizan emphasizes Joan as both a
virgin and a symbolic mother who “feeds France with the sweet, nourishing milk of peace,”
recreating her as a type of Mary (XXIV). By referring to Joan as “a simple shepardess,”
though Joan herself insisted she had never been one, Pizan also aligns Joan’s life with Jesus’s
messianic trajectory. To some degree, by emphasizing Joan’s religious significance in Ditié de
Jehanne d’Arc, Pizan re-enforces the pattern of powerful women depicted as pure vessels for
the divine to work through, with no responsibility or credit for their actions. Unlike many
mystics who came before her though, Joan is by no means portrayed as ethereally passive.
Instead, Pizan emphasizes Joan’s active role in reclaiming France from Anglo-Burgundian
forces. With Joan’s direction, France’s recovery becomes a matter of divine intervention,
“And know that she will cast down the English for good, for this is God’s will” (XLI).
Aside from distinguishing her among mystics, Joan’s active role in Ditié de Jehanne
d’Arc also operates as a foil to the hesitation and passivity of Charles VII, the newly
crowned King of France. While recalling Charles VII’s coronation in Ditié, Pizan writes
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Joan in present tense, “The Maid who strikes you all down,” while she writes Charles VII
in both past tense and passive voice, “He was most nobly received and truly anointed”
(Ditié XLVIII, XLIX). Noting Pizan’s change in tenses between Charles VII and Joan, one
medieval scholar concluded, “Even though the coronation at Reims came after the lifting
of the siege of Orleans . . . the agency for present-tense history is Joan.” Joan’s agency reappears as Pizan complicates the religious concepts of Providence and ordination. Of
Charles VII, Pizan writes, “God would never have bestowed such grace upon you if it
were not ordained by Him that you should, in the course of time, accomplish and bring
to completion some great and solemn task” (Ditié XV). Though Pizan allows Charles
some potential glory, it is only because she can find no other explanation for why God
would spare him by sending Joan to reclaim France in his name: “what honour for the
French crown, this proof of divine intervention!” (XII). Regarding Joan herself: “never
did Providence refuse you a request” (XXII). In Pizan’s poem, Joan of Arc acts not only
as a servant of God, but by virtue of her Godly foresight combined with action, has
power over Providence itself; the king, meanwhile, is acted upon. Pizan writes, “A thing
is proved by its effect,” thus Joan of Arc’s success in acting upon God’s divine design
to return France to glory, after eleven years of Charles VII’s failure to do the same,
undermines the divine right of Charles VII (XXIX). It is Joan, and not the king, who
represents the will of God.
When Pizan, as narrator, does praise the monarchy, the praise is directed at the
throne as a symbol for France as a whole, not at any one specific ruler. When Pizan
urges her readers to “let us greet our King!” it is not Charles VII himself, but “his noble
array” that garners celebration (VI). Any praise heaped upon Joan, then, creates a foilabsence of praise that should have been gifted to Charles VII himself. By fixating on
Joan’s bravery, physical strength, and intelligence, all masculine-coded traits, Pizan
highlights female excellence in male-centric fields as well as dubs Joan a representative
of everything Pizan wished from the French monarchy. Since Joan is a representative
of God and ideal royalty when Charles VII is not, Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc becomes “about
constructing Joan the Maid as both immediately and ultimately more important to
France than Charles the king.”
To understand the political necessity of downplaying Charles VII’s role in
reconquering France, we have to understand Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc’s appeal to the Parisian
populace. Re-capturing Paris in the name of the French monarchy would have been
the turning point for the French Armagnacs in the Hundred Years War, and it was
key to Pizan’s desire for France to regain her pre-war glory. The loyalty of the Parisian
citizens was hugely influential in the various sieges of Paris, since the city’s citizens
vastly outnumbered both defensive and offensive armies combined. In battle, Parisian
citizens could sway the victory by fighting with or sabotaging the defensive army from
within the city walls. The keeper of Paris, then, was often the party that most pleased
the Parisian citizens themselves. Knowing this, much of Ditié was directly written for
Parisian audiences, begging them to welcome Joan and Charles VII into the city when
they inevitably came to reclaim it. Since entering the city in 1418, Henry V of England
had granted citizens of Paris privileges beyond even those they had prior to occupation.
Charles VII and the Armagnac party that he represented, by contrast, threatened many
of those same liberties. Had Pizan’s Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc and other pro-Armagnac
propaganda persuaded Parisian audiences to welcome the 8 September 1429 Siege of
Paris, the military attack led by Joan of Arc and supported by Charles VII, may have
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been successful. Instead, the 10,000 strong Armagnac French failed to take Paris from
its 3,000 Anglo-Burgundian forces, largely in part to Parisians citizens who, fearful of
Armagnac taxes and legal restrictions, fought the oncoming army; Paris at the time had
nearly 100,000 inhabitants.
When Pizan asks for the faith of the Parisians in Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc, “for [the King]
will enter Paris, no matter who may grumble about it! – The Maid has given her word
that he will,” she does not ask them to put their faith in Charles VII, but in a heaven-sent
Joan, thus campaigning for a religious figure whose divine mission transcends Armagnac
or Burgundian politics (Ditié LIV). Pizan’s plea is half threat, “If they offer resistance
for an hour, or even half an hour, it’s my belief that things will go badly for them,” and
half mockery, “Paris, do you think Burgundy will prevent him from entering?” (LIII,
LIV). From stanza XIX forward, Charles VII virtually disappears from Ditié, becoming,
if anything, one with the “blind people” whom Pizan chastises by saying, “Can’t you
detect God’s hand in this? . . . Do you fight against God?” (XLVII). When Pizan makes her
scathing remarks against Charles VII, it is, ironically, for his own good that she does so.
By critiquing the king, it is not only Joan of Arc that Christine de Pizan puts in the good
graces of Paris in Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc but herself as well, further validating her message
by siding with the city in a distaste for Charles VII.
And here is where Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc is significant for Christine de Pizan personally:
in empowering Joan’s claim to power, Christine de Pizan also empowers herself, both as
a woman and as a bearer of an important political message. By influencing politics from
the low social status of women, both Pizan and Joan qualify as models of the Boethian
Wheel of Fortune, a medieval symbol for the nature of Fate which operates, blindly,
the rise and fall of social and financial status. Writing about another work by Pizan,
Avision, feminist critic Brown-Grant comments on Pizan’s use of an autobiographical
narrator to “make capital out of her lowly social status as a woman in order to propose
herself as a Boethian model of moral consolation and ethical instruction for the princely
reader.” There is an important distinction between the authority Pizan claims when
using her autobiographical self as narrator in Avision and the same autobiographical
narrator in Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc, however. By presenting herself as a Boethian model
in Avision, Pizan essentially states that her rise to power occurred by luck. In Ditié,
by contrast, Pizan writes, “There is no need for [an unjustly attacked] person to feel
dismayed by misfortune. See how Fortune, who has harmed many a one, is so inconstant,
for God, who opposes all wrong deeds, raises up those in whom hope dwells,” proposing
that God’s will overrides fortune (Ditié, IX). Joan, as a peasant girl who finds herself
allied to the king, is clearly one such example Pizan presents, but by emphasizing Joan’s
divine ordination throughout Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc, Christine de Pizan also implies that
God himself intends to empower marginalized people. Pizan, by extension, claims her
authority in the Ditié not by luck or despite her feminine identity but directly because of
it, embracing her personal investment in Joan’s success as both a political and feminist
hero of France.
In the same way Christine de Pizan profits from empowering Joan’s feminine
voice, Pizan also claims the same political power of fortune-telling that lends Joan’s
mystic visions. One obvious example of this is when Pizan predicts, though wrongly, a
successful siege on Paris, “If they offer resistance for an hour, or even half an hour, it’s
my belief that things will go badly for them” (Ditié LIII), and that after reconquering
France, Joan will become a key player in the crusades; Pizan predicts “She will destroy
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the Saracens, by conquering the Holy Land” (XLIII). On a larger scale, however, one
medieval scholar, Anne Lutkus , asserts the entirety of Ditié functions as a historical
prophecy. The crux of Lutkus’s argument is dependent upon the exact date that Ditié was
written, for while the final stanza of the poem includes a date, “this poem was completed
by Christine in the above-mentioned year, 1429, on the last day of July” (LXI). There is
some evidence to suggest that July 31 is too soon after the king’s coronation on July 17 to
reliably be the poem’s origin. Since the poem focuses primarily on the conflict over Paris,
and Armagnac troops didn’t arrive at the gates of Paris until July 29—after a two-week
long truce with Burgundy where Anglo-Burgundian forces failed to relinquish Paris to
Charles as promised—Lutkus questions, “How soon after the coronation at Reims did
Joan herself realize that her goal of taking Paris was at odds with Charles’s immediate
plans and how soon did her dissent become public knowledge? That answer to the latter
question could not possibly be ‘two days.’”
The earliest record we have of Joan expressing dissatisfaction with Charles VII’s
hesitation in attacking Paris is an August 22 letter to the Count of Armagnac, reporting
that it is her Lord God, not Charles, who commands her to take Paris. It was unlikely,
therefore, that Joan or other political figures of the time pressed for an attack on Paris
before the end of the two-week truce. This leaves a very short time period in which
Christine de Pizan could have heard the news of an attack on Paris, even with her
proximity to Marie of Valois, and write the Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc by the last day of July. If
this is the case, then dating the poem in the last stanza, when it could have been written
anytime up to the Siege of Paris on September 8, allows Pizan the narrator, “like the
oracles that she cites, [to] construct herself as knowing what must happen in the future”
despite the ‘future’ of the poem being the ‘present’ it was written in. Pizan’s claim to
sibyllic authority frames the poem about Joan of Arc with references to her own power
as a writer; she begins with “Je, Christine” as an invocation of herself as her own muse,
and closing with another with the same “very beautiful poem composed by Christine”
(Ditié I, LXI).
The implication of Pizan’s claim to power, as a writer, as a woman, and as a political
voice, exposes how Pizan’s political ideology and feminism are interdependent. The
success of Christine de Pizan’s appeal to the Parisians depends upon her ability to sell
Joan as a political and religious substitute for Charles VII, and her endorsement of Joan is
dependent upon Joan’s female identity and divine calling—for who would have expected
“a little girl of sixteen” to accomplish what she did (XXXV). In a similar way, Christine
de Pizan’s own authority as a writer is strengthened by honoring Joan, empowering
both women by celebrating the achievements of their sex. When Pizan “focuses less on
gender and more on [Joan’s] disenfranchised state,” she presents Joan as a symbol for the
“heterogeneous community of Paris,” a role that Pizan also assigns for herself by using
the first person plural throughout the seven stanzas she addresses directly to Paris: “we
all thank You, Heavenly Lord, who have guided us through the great tempest into peace”
(Ditié XX). In many ways Joan becomes a reflection of Pizan herself, and it is clear from
the energy of her writing that Joan represents a great deal of hope to Pizan, “for God…
raises up those in whom hope dwells” (IX).
If the goal of Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc was specifically to rally Parisian citizens to an
Armagnac army, it ultimately failed. The unsuccessful Siege of Paris in 1429 was followed
by two more attempts to take Paris in 1432 and 1434, led by Charles VII. It wasn’t until
the Treaty of Arras in 1435 that the city opened its gates to the official King of France.
By this time, Joan of Arc had been found guilty of heresy and burned at the stake in
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Rouen, cutting short Christine de Pizan’s predictions of Joan the Crusader. The fact that
Ditié was anthologized by medieval collectors long after its immediate political relevancy
passed proves that its value as a work of literature extended beyond its political context.
Much like Pizan’s body of work in general, Ditié de Jehanne d’Arc is significant not only
for its content and political ambition, but for the fact that it was written at all, and
for the claim to feminine power that Pizan makes throughout the poem. Often when
writing in the male-dominated field of political commentary, Christine de Pizan’s work
adopts an androgynous narrator. When Pizan writes with the “Je, Christine” signature
in Ditié, however, “it steps out of its androgynous framework by becoming a female
subject of enunciation.” Joan of Arc’s triumphant rise to fame in France allows Pizan
an opportunity to express her political ideologies in the same breath that she celebrates
Joan as proof of God’s intention of elevating the status of women in fifteenth century
France. Perhaps more, though, Joan of Arc frees Christine de Pizan to write, in the last
work of literature she ever published, with her own voice.

Madelyn is an English Major at BYU with minors in Creative Writing and Professional Rhetoric. Her interests
include the history of oral poetry in the US, radio broadcasting, and terrible adaptations of Sherlock Holmes.
She has had poetry/creative non-fiction published in The Normal School, Americana, and past editions of
AWE.

AWE • Issue VI • 2019

69

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Solterer, Helen. “Flaming Words: Verbal Violence and
Gender in Premodern Paris.” Romance Review 86,
Barstow, Anne Llewellyn. “Joan of Arc and Female
(March 1995): 355–378.
Mysticism.” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 1,
no. 2 (1985): 29–42, www.jstor.org/stable/25002016.
Thompson, Guy Llewelyn (1991-03-14). Paris and Its
People Under English Rule: The Anglo-Burgundian
BBC Radio 4. “Christine de Pizan.” In Our Time,
Regime 1420–1436. Oxford Historical Monographs.
Spotify, 8 June 2017.
Bie, Søren. “Attack on Paris 1429.” Joan of Arc (Jeanne
D’Arc) 1412 – 1431 (October 2018) www.jeanne-darc.
info/battles-of-jeanne-darc/attack-on-paris-1429/.
Brown-Grant, Rosalind. “Introduction.” Christine
De Pizan and the Moral Defence of Women: Reading
Beyond Gender. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999.
Daniel, Norman. “The Arabs and Mediaeval Europe.”
Longman (1979): 385. https://www.jstor.org/
table/43628523?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.
Harrison, Kathryn. Joan Of Arc: A Life Transfigured.
A Knopf Inc (US), 2016.
Joan of Arc. “Joan of Arc’s Letter to Count Jean
IV D’Armagnac.” Translated by Allen Williamson,
Joan of Arc Archive (2004), archive.joan-of-arc.org/
joanofarc_letter_aug_22_1429.html.
Kennedy, Angus J., and Kenneth Varty.
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Alayna Een

It’s Mutual

Number of times I’ve been on a date this semester: 0
Number of times my mom has tried to talk about my dating life this semester: 12
Number of times I’ve downloaded Mutual: 1
Number of times I’ve wanted to delete Mutual: 7
Number of times I’ve actually deleted Mutual: 0
Number of guys I’ve matched with on Mutual: >50
Number of guys I’ve chatted with on Mutual: 11
Number of times I’ve been on a date this semester: 0
Number of mission companions: 10
Number of mission companions who are already married: 6
Number of mission companions who already have children: 3
Age I thought I would be married by when I was eight years old: 21
My current age: 22
My older sister’s age at marriage: 21
My mom’s age at marriage: 27
Number of times I’ve used that as an excuse to change subjects: >50

Alayna is a senior, graduating in English with minors in editing and European Studies. Post-graduation plans
are still TBD, but she's sure to rise to the occasion and do something spectacular. Alayna was born and raised
in Las Vegas, and her humor is just about as dry as her desert home.
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Kaitlin Hoelzer

An Ode to Myself

We are often told
to treat ourselves like we would
a little sister
or a best friend.
I assert
that we have no greater friend
than our own
bodies.
The advice
still stands.
Even when you feel
anxious
ugly
unloveable
crazy
blemished
too much
not enough
too tall, naive, happy, sad, bossy, nice—
The list goes on.
And the advice
still stands.
Would you tell
a green-wooded sapling
that since it is
easily bent in a storm
it will never grow
to a strong oak?
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Would you ask
a robin
to stop singing,
or tell a peony
that it should
change colors
to match the roses around it?
Would you look into the
sun-soaked, freckled face
of your baby sister
and tell her
that she is not inherently worthy
of everything good
the world has to offer?
No.
So this poem
is to me—
My beauty
in silky hair and loving arms stretching to the heavens
in long legs
observant eyes
quick mind.
My imperfections
in anxiety
and ambivalence
and acne spotting my chin.
I am
a work of art;
a river-mystery
flowing down mountains
full of contradictions.
Two steps backward,
one step forward
is still progress.
I am
lover of enchiladas
hater of littering
podcast-listening
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poetry-writing
student of the world.
I am
intelligence, tranquility,
curiosity, exuberance—
A tiny speck,
nonetheless important,
in the vast universe.
I am all of this
and more.
You are too.
Above all,
I am
enough—
just as I am.
You are too.

Kaitlin is an English major minoring in global women's studies. She plans to attend grad school and get a PhD
in English or history. Kaitlin loves to read and write, and is currently researching the effects of the nineteenthcentury poetic tradition on twenty-first century poetry by Mormon women.
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Kaitlin Hoelzer

Womanhood
Part One

do you think
my cells know
about
Womanhood?
i skim hands over
soft curves,
hips with white
stretch mark lightning bolts
proclaiming their
presence.
is there something inside me
that knows —
can sense —
my upcoming debut
on the stage of
femininity?
someday
i will bear
fruit.
my widening hips
match my open
arms
and heart.
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Kaitlin Hoelzer

Womanhood
Part Two

what makes a
Woman
anyway?
is it a smile and
soft skin
or a fierce love
that pierces?
or is it
simply survival
the salty taste
of an ocean
contained in one single
drop
running past freckles
and acne —
perhaps it is
all this and
more,
and maybe
nothing
at all, at the same time —
the divinity of
uncertainty
and the divinity of hope.
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Abigail Norton

Divine Nature
and Destiny
Acrylic on Masonite, 24” x 36”

This painting is inspired by The Family: A Proclamation to the World, with particular
emphasis on the importance of our premortal, mortal, and eternal natures as children of
Heavenly Parents. Christ is the foundation for happiness in family life, and only through
Him can we reach our "adulthood" and become like our Father and Mother in Heaven.

Abbie, from Mesa, Arizona, is a sophomore applying for the Illustration major at BYU and is married to her
best friend of five years. As a child, Abbie grew up idolizing Steve Irwin the Crocodile Hunter and Bob Ross,
and often could be found drawing from her favorite Christmas gift - an animal encyclopedia (which is now
only held together by duct tape). She loves kayaking, singing, science fiction, the funny way snails move, the
smell of rain in Arizona, cooking new foods, and trying new things: one of Abbie's favorite unique experiences
was an "agricultural processing" class where she learned to slaughter and process beef from local ranches. She
hopes to someday illustrate children's books and work on the visual production of animated films.
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Evelyn Harper

CurlzMT

I

wring out my curls as the water drips out onto my bathroom floor. I hear the water
trickling as I push my hair one way or another, trying to find the natural parting.
My hair has a mind of its own. My arms to start to ache from reaching and pulling
at the ringlets, telling them to calm down and just go my way. These ringlets have grown
two years of age, which is how long it’s been since I last got a haircut. My ringlets are
much younger than my actual age of twenty-one. I investigate the ends and see all the
splits. Where did those come from? I blow hot air on them to chastise their misbehaving.
Sometimes I pause my nagging out of frustration. Maybe I’ll give my curls a timeout for
a bit and let them free.
...
“Ouch!” I guess I deserve that if I can’t keep my head still. She uses all her force to
brush out my curls that knotted in the past thirty minutes between my shower and
now. While disobeying my mother’s requests to keep my head up, I see a mound of
broken curls on the ground. Then I realize that I mistook one mound for many mounds.
Emphasis on the “s.” My hair twins me: we both are eight years old and never been
cut. The unruliness has never truly been tamed. Even my mother can’t domesticate my
ringlets with all her fussing. We spend hours together doing my hair. Hours. We spend
most evenings untangling, defusing, and then braiding in some sort of fashion. My mom
would tell me every time that I’ve got strong, thick hair— strong from my father, thick
from my mother. I’ve had this done so many times that I can truly sleep sitting up with
my upper half staying in perfect posture.
My lifestyle does not differ from the lives of most girls in my neighborhood. All my
friends do the same thing. At least they used to. Now all the older girls are fussin’ over
straight hair. I live in a one-mile radius of about ten or eleven different black hair salons.
The salons have to be black or you’ll never get your hair back is what I’m told. I wonder
when it’ll be my turn to go to a salon. I do like my own hair, though not many people like
me like their natural hair. I stay natural while everyone goes to get a relaxer. Chemical
relaxers transform the nappiest of heads into Ms. Barbie Rapunzel. Even though a relaxer
relaxes your curls, I think women get a relaxer to relax their nerves. It’s less stressful than
having to sit through this half day adventure of nappy hair. My mom’s curls have been
relaxed before. My sister’s curls have been relaxed before. My rite of passage begins with
the salon, right?
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...
I wish I had straight hair like all the white girls. At least that’s what I’m supposed
to wish. This thought enters my mind often while I sit under the dryer. Under the dryer
you think a lot of thoughts, but this thought comes back most often. I drift in and
out of consciousness under the relaxing heat and Snuggie-like plastic cover I wear. I
like the dryer. It’s the most peaceful part of the process of getting my hair done in this
large, four–walled, burnt-smelling salon only a mile away from my home. I’m finally
old enough to stay at the salon alone. Being thirteen has a lot of perks. iTunes account.
Facebook access. But this one might be the most significant change in my life, other than
puberty. I finally look like the other girls, and I get to be with them too. This place is the
hub for black women around here. We come to the salon, chat, sleep, eat, leave the salon
six hours later only to return after three weeks for a wash, which is a simple shampoo
and straighten. Sadly, the pattern repeats three weeks after for a retouch on your relaxer.
Sixty dollars plus tip every six weeks. Thirty dollars plus tip for a wash every other three
weeks. My parent’s wallet starts smelling like my curls do after the salon: burnt.
...
The music flows as someone in the motorcycle next to the car screams, “AfroTASTIC” and drives away. Vacation doesn’t mean vacation from looks. My curls get a lot
of attention: wanted or not. I’ve done a lot to them, and I’m surprised they still come out
as bouncy as they did when I was a child. My afro actually flows in the wind these days.
Okay, it took a convertible with the top down driving at top speed down the highway in
L.A., but still— it flows. When I get out of the car, fellow beach-goers say “Hey, nice hair”
or “Cool look.” I smile and say “Thanks” if I catch on fast enough. I’m usually so caught
off guard that I don’t notice until it’s too late. Being twenty-one makes me unaware that
people see me. I thought I would just disappear after puberty set in. I find a good spot
on my beach towel and I let the sand gently graze my hair. I’ll probably find some grains
of sand hiding in my hair for the rest of the week. The sun rays warm my face just as my
thoughts warm my heart. Accepting my hair hasn’t been so bad. That’s new.
...
“Ouch!” This feels oddly familiar. The hairdresser pulls on my hair to get the new
knots that sprung up on the thirty-minute car ride here, to the salon. My scalp has
burned quite strongly from this pink goo, otherwise known as chemical relaxer, for much
longer than my hairdresser told me it would. Fourteen years of age and tired of the pain.
For the amount of money we pay, you would think I wouldn’t have to spend eight hours
in this vacuum of socioeconomic stagnancy and pay two dollars for Hot Cheetos. Right
up until the moment my hairdresser straightens the last piece hair, I couldn’t be more
excited to get out of that swivel chair. I look in the mirror and see someone that I didn’t
want to be. My excitement is just about as flat as the baby hairs on the back of my head.
...
“Hey!” I say as I turn around in my chair to confront the person touching my braids
again. I love my twisty braids, but they’re mine. Not his. You would think now that
we were in third grade everyone would have matured by now. Didn’t the teacher say,
“Keep your hands to yourself”? The perpetrator just smiles in ignorance and mumbles
something about how he’s just always wanted to see if my braids really bounce. And
then he goes back to his seat. I mean, they do. I play with my braids all the time and they
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always bounce back. Even so, I’m uncomfortable that he touched me. That I’m touchable.
But I just turn around and go back to fiddling with my school supplies.
...
“Just so you know, I like your hair!” says a voice quickly moving past me. By the time
I’ve looked up from my book, they’ve already gone, probably either out of embarrassment
or lack of time. What a life of a twenty-one-year old college student. I realize I’ve been
playing with my long strands of hair out of concentration on my book. I wonder how my
curls feel. They probably love the attention they get from all the random people that give
compliments them, stare at them, even touch them. People touch my curls while acting
brave and ignorant. “I hope my curls are happy!” passes through my head while I sigh as
I pack up my stuff and get up to go my next class.
...
“Hey!” I say as I quickly turn around. Someone touched my afro again. I do admit
it’s big and tempting to touch. But you would think now that we were in high school
everyone would have matured by now. A busy passing period down a very small staircase
doesn’t really allow for long reactions. I can’t find the perpetrator this time. They still
think I’m touchable. I know we are eighteen, but isn’t there still a rule about keeping
your hands to yourself?
...
“You look better with long hair! Don’t cut it.” The redhead girl leans over her desk
and tells me. We have some extra time in class before the last bell of the day releases us.
I look around at my eighth-grade history class. All these kids were getting bussed to go
here. They were the only white people at this school, and the only white people to ever
tell me what to do with my hair. That girl doesn’t know how expensive it is. She doesn’t
know how sad I feel when I leave the salon and realize my hair will never look like her
hair. She doesn’t get it.
I feel like I’m in that scene from “Good Hair” with Chris Rock: “If your hair’s relaxed,
white people are relaxed. If your hair is nappy, they’re not happy.” I didn’t want her hair,
anyway. It’s a bright red mane full of ringlets that she always pulls up in a bun. Nor did I
want my neighboring classmate’s hair, who puts some weird liquid on it to make it look
wet all the time. It looks like it’s Halloween for her every day, and her costume resembles
a school mop. My curls will never look like that. I would never ever ask for them to look
like that, either. Of course, I didn’t say that and the bell rings anyway, abruptly finishing
our conversation for me.
...
“Dad, I want to cut it.” Tears are running down my face while I’m holding my phone
to my ear. I had spent a long time sitting on these steps outside of my new high school.
Every time I look in my high school’s windows, mirrors, and bathrooms, I see someone I
don’t know. I see someone I don’t like. I thought my rough, battered, straight hair didn’t
belong. I thought this would be the look that would make me feel pretty. I’ve had a
long time to contemplate this. My mother was almost an hour late picking me up from
freshman orientation. Being fourteen years old doesn’t allow for very much independent
decision making, but here I am, alone on the sad, gray high school steps making my own
choices. My Dad is surprisingly overjoyed to hear my words as we talk on the phone.
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“And my wallet will be happy too!” my Dad chimed in as we talk through the details. I’ve
been watching a lot of videos of black women chopping all their relaxed hair off. Turns
out, more people are fed up than just me. I can’t say this is impromptu. I’ve been thinking
about it ever since that redhead girl told me not to.
...
“Hello, new little hairs,” I think to my little fresh buzz on my head. My head feels
so free. I look around and say goodbye to some of my greatest loved ones— my fallen
mounds of hair resting around the salon chair. I’ve raised them. Abused them with
horrible chemicals. And now I have outlived them. “I look better with short hair,” I say
to my hairdresser, while rubbing my newly shaven head gleaming from an oily scalp and
nervous sweat from the long wait. As I look in the mirror, I see an old, familiar face, even
though fourteen years never felt so young. I saw me.
...
As I finish trying to tame my unruly curls for the day, I pull them and check their
length. Pretty long. They bounce back into perfect form just as if I never touched them.
I tease them and they stand up as proud and tall as ever. They do their own thing, these
curls. I put away my comb and look in the mirror. I smile as I think to my curls, “You
are free now.”

Evelyn is sophomore from Indianapolis, IN, and she’s an advertising major with a minor in music. Evelyn is
interested in celebrity branding and supporting black content creators and likes filling up her Google calendar
until there is not whitespace. In a few years, you can find her to working as a copywriter in an advertising
agency and eating Cheetos when she gets too stressed.
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Olivia Moskot

Like a Balloon

S

he wasn’t very pretty, but there had always been something beautiful to me about her
roundness. Something soft. I wanted to fall into her—to bury myself in her fullness
and let it smother my thoughts and my fears. Sometimes weight makes things
lighter, and I hated every day that stole more of her away from me. I hated watching her
disappear. I wondered how long it would be possible for Rachel to maintain all of the
warmth that her body and soul had retained from cups of hot chocolate and bowls of
hot breakfast, now that she wasn’t taking any of it in anymore. I wondered if either of us
could ever completely come back, even if we wanted to . . . wondered if the visibility was
worth vanishing over . . . No.
Snap.
I had to stop thinking like that.
Snap.
Snap. Snap.
I rubbed my wrist. I fiddled with the loose, silver ring around my thumb. I stared at
the television’s despondent, black screen . . . maybe we could see what was on—Snap.
Restaurant commercials. Snap. I pulled the rubber band that I kept around my wrist
again; I could be such a forgetful idiot sometimes. Snap—mosquito. I pulled again,
harder—son of a . . . bee sting. Good. Better. No more thinking about the television. No
more thinking. No more . . . I let out a long, bored sigh.
I had been bored for months now. Six months. Six months of pinning thinspiration
to cork boards I had strategically scattered throughout my bedroom. Six months of
painting on and peeling off and painting on and peeling off polish from my nails. Six
months of snapping reminders and punishments at myself. About a week in, I remember
thinking that going to a movie might help distract us. But, when I suggested it, Rachel
accused me of leading us directly into the lion’s den. She didn’t think that surrounding
ourselves with the crunches of candies and the smell of butter was a very good diversion.
I mean, obviously . . . I really can be quite stupid. Snap. So, instead, Rachel drove us to a
boutique full of high priced clothing. We purposely tried on short skirts and silk shirts
that were two sizes too small—walking out empty handed and motivated to remain
empty-stomached. I didn’t suggest going out again after that. That’s when I learned that
emptiness can, somehow, make a person feel both weak and strong at the same time.
But, that day, the accumulation of nothingness filled me up to the point of overflow—
of sickness—and not the kind I had used once or twice to reverse an accidental binge.
No, this brimming mass inside of me was different. I lifted my head from Rachel’s lap,
propping myself up on my elbows for a moment. I shifted a few struggling bobby pins
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back into their places and shook a few broken strands of my blonde hair off the end of my
sleeve. I stayed quiet, listening to Rachel sip at her third cup of unsweetened, green tea.
Then, I heard the mug click onto the wooden table beside her, and the thought I had been
chewing on slid into place with it. At once, I twisted my upper half to look up at Rachel.
“Women are supposed to have more fat than men.”
I paused. Rachel’s soul had always seemed impossibly older than she was. Some people
thought she was distant but, really, she was deep. She nodded in response to what I had
said, but her eyes remained focused on her book. My own eyes dropped down onto my
thighs—I studied them, impressed with the way my jeans had grown so baggy around
them. Shudder. Every degree was seven degrees colder than it used to be. Shudder. I
hated being cold. Dull, heavy silence and another, more severe, shiver settled me back
into the point I had been trying to make. I looked up at Rachel again.
“It’s true. It’s something to do with hormones. I read it somewhere.”
“Probably online . . . some clickbait article,” she suggested, frowning into her nearly
empty mug. She pinched her face momentarily at the dregs but swallowed the remainder
of the liquid like a sacrament nevertheless.
Frustrated, I set my head back onto her lap. Shudder.
Snap, snap.
Most days we counted, and Rachel counted her calories like Hail Marys.
Snap.
But today was an abstinence day . . . our fourth abstinence day this week.
Snap.
And we didn’t count on abstinence days. I didn’t even count my snaps.
...
I hated abstinence days, but Rachel didn’t. That was the nature of most of it though . . . I
was abstaining; she was fasting. I was flipping through magazines; she was memorizing the
articles and repeating lines like verses or prayers. With each motion, and with every day,
Rachel seemed more devoted—more resolved. Not me though, not lately at least . . . but I had
to admit, it was much easier to get through stretches of nothing than it was to withstand the
temptations presented on normal restriction days. And all of that was better than making
ourselves sick like we did in the beginning.
Snap.
I hated feeling sick.
Snap.
No, sickness means it’s working.
Snap, snap.
Snap. Snap. Snap.
“Do you want a cup of tea?” Rachel asked.
“Am I annoying you?”
“No.”
Snap.
“Well,” she said, “I’m getting more tea.”
I lifted myself up again, releasing her from the couch’s corner, and then flopped back
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down onto the flat, hard seat she had just vacated—deciding absolutely that soft and
round is always better than flat and hard.
“Tea helps,” she said from the kitchen. I caught glimpses of her red sweater through
the kitchen’s archway as she scurried from the cupboards to the stove and back again.
“No, it doesn’t.”
“It fills you up.”
“It makes my throat feel dry.”
She stopped her fussing in the kitchen and leaned against the archway with an amused
brow raised up at me, “It makes your throat feel dry?”
“Yes.”
“It’s literally water.”
“Grass water.”
“The leaves don’t negate the water . . . they just add flavor to it.”
“Dirt, or twigs, or rocks might add flavor too, but I’m not going to drink rock water
either.”
She smiled at me before she walked back into the kitchen. I saw the smile even though
my eyes were fixed upward. Rachel had started creating her own Sistine Chapel about
three years ago, deciding that she and I deserved memorialization just as much as white
Jesus ever did—the Bible having never mentioned either him or us. The figures Rachel
chose to include were far sillier and less solemn than Michelangelo’s, and the fun colors
and cartoonish style of the drawings distracted from any of the seriousness that might
have accidentally slipped in.
The first creation she had ever painted up there was in the back, left corner of the
room. It was a red, deflating balloon. Though it had been drawn well, it always seemed
sort of sad to me. Now the balloon had all sorts of odd sketches and paintings to keep
it company, though. The newest one, I just discovered, was of a blue candle holding one
of those miniature, handheld fans up to his own lit wick—his eyes closed . . . bracing
himself. Thinking it was quite clever, I felt a grin spread over my face, “Don’t do it, Ocean
Breeze Passion No. 5,” I thought to myself, “You still have so much to live for.” Realizing
I couldn’t save him, however, I allowed my eyes to continue on—scanning over other,
more familiar pictures as I listened to the clinks and clanks coming from the kitchen.
“Rachel?” I called.
“Yes?”
“I miss you.”
Rachel emerged from the kitchen, her lips perked upward in an exasperated-like way,
holding two full mugs. Knowing one was for me, I sighed out a laugh. I propped myself
up again to allow her access to her seat.
“We’re in the same room, how can you miss me?” she asked.
I gave her a moment to settle back into her place before returning readily to the
warmth and willingness of her lap.
“I just do,” I answered, wrapping my arms around her waist for a moment and
snuggling my face into her gentle stomach.
“You’re ridiculous,” she said, with much more fondness than annoyance in her tone.
I pulled my arms back into my own lap, allowing my eyes to trace some of the
stitching on her blue jeans a while. Then, I looked up, so I could watch her find where
she had left off in her book. I loved her face. Even at its most unflattering angle, I loved
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it. I watched her eyes get narrow . . . I waited. Her mouth was tight . . . I waited. Her
face was so concentrated, so hard with focus . . . and then she found it, and everything
softened. She might have finally been able to read and relax then, but, as she attempted
to groove her way into a more comfortable position, she let a wandering glance fall a bit
too low and caught me staring. She drew in a quick, huffy breath—
“What?”
“Nothing,” I answered, still smiling. “I just think it’s nice that you brought me tea.”
“Tea helps,” she insisted.
I thought about saying something more, but it looked as though she was pretty
serious about getting back to her book, so I looked away from her and started poking
and pulling at a hang-nail instead.
“Are you going to drink it?” she asked, eyes scanning a line in her book.
“No.”
—
“But it was very nice of you to bring it,” I added. “And you won’t have to go all the way
back to the kitchen when you’re ready for your fifth cup now.”
“It’s going to be old and cold by then, and I won’t get to burn any calories going to the
kettle either,” she answered coolly. “You should just drink the tea. Tea—”
I put my hands over my face and groaned into them loudly.
She didn’t respond or finish her sentence, but I thought I caught her smiling through
the gaps between my fingers. I left my hands where they were for a moment, just feeling
how hot my breath was against my palms. Then, I pulled my hands down my face and over
my breasts before, tentatively, resting them on the center of my stomach. It grumbled
ungratefully and complained at me. Snap. Snap, snap. SNAP.
“Ouch!” I couldn’t help but cry out.
The water in my eyes turned the illustrations on Rachel’s ceiling into one, big, abstract
piece. And the well-timed dizzy spell that accompanied the moment made me feel like I
was gazing through the twisting eye of a kaleidoscope. The sensation was both awesome
and scary. My head was pounding again, and it seemed like my other senses became
sharper and sharper the longer I abstained from taste . . . Like, maybe I was just being
dramatic, but, as the colors above me were spinning and swirling, I became convinced
that I could smell the stash of comic books and tarot cards Rachel had hidden in a stack
behind the bookshelf. And, gradually, their odor started to infect every particle of oxygen
in the room. I forced my eyes to focus in on the Jones County Fair mug Rachel had set out
for me on the coffee table just in front of us until each of the letter’s lines and edges became
clear again, thinking: maybe the weed water would help . . .
Wait.
I shot myself straight up again and leaned over, reaching for the bag I had left on the
floor all the way on the other side of the couch. I reached and failed. Reached, and failed.
Reached, and failed. Finally, I managed to hook one of the bag’s straps with my pointer
finger and to pull it near enough for me to fumble around inside of it. No. No. No . . .
Yes. I pulled out a small, round bottle and spun it around, admiring the picture on the
front before—
“Don’t! Don’t do that!”
“What?”
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“Don’t open that.”
“Why?”
“It’s Apples and Cinnamon!”
“ . . . we like apples and cinnamon.”
“We like eating apples and cinnamon.”
That was too much for me. I searched her face with an incredulous, tired glare. Finally,
I spoke, “You can’t eat lotion, Rachel. And you can’t get fat just from smelling it . . . I can
check the back of this lotion bottle for a calorie count if you’re interested, but I’m pretty
sure you can have unlimited sniffs for zero calories. Who knows . . . you might even burn
more calories through the effort of inhaling than you’ll take in by—”
“The smell is going to make us hungry!”
“We. Are. Already. Hungry!” I said, popping the bottle’s cap open defiantly.
“Don’t,” she said. And she said it with such finality that I didn’t. I pushed the cap of
the bottle back into its place and shoved it back into my bag. She didn’t gloat about me
having given in to her demands; I mean, her face kind of did, but she just returned to her
book in silence. Silence. Silence.
Snap.
...
Snap, snap.
...
Snap, snap, snap, snap, snap, snap—
“Stop!”
“Why are you yelling at me?”
“I’m not,” she said calmly, but with an obvious effort.
—
“I’m sorry,” she said, “I’m just irritable.”
“Because you’re hungry.”
“Obviously,” she said in her snarkiest, brattiest tone.
“Then eat!”
“You eat!”
...
We both stubbornly and deliberately sank back into silence . . . silence . . . silence.
The tension, however, dissolved on its own rather quickly. It always did with us,
and within just a few moments we had returned to mutually enjoying one another’s
company . . . silently . . . silently. I tried to count the seconds between hunger pangs
instead of snapping the band for a while, but then I remembered that one of the
benefits of abstinence days was that we didn’t have to count anything . . . that’s what
Rachel said anyway. So, I tried to think about clothes, about candid photographs,
about boys—Rachel’s teacup and the fully formed version of my earlier thoughts
simultaneously clicked into place again.
I bolted upward and spun my whole body around to face Rachel, folding my legs
underneath me. Rachel set her book down where my head had been and looked at me
expectantly. That thing that had been bulging and pulsing inside of me all day finally
had a name, a purpose even.
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“Women are supposed to have big breasts and big hips, and guys are supposed to be
attracted to them because it means we’ll be good at the whole baby thing.”
She nodded, waiting for me to continue.
“And men don’t need big boobs or hips because they don’t need them to feed or birth
babies.”
She nodded again.
I paused. I had to—I needed all of my energy to trap a rising, burning storm in the
back of my throat . . . to try to sound casual.
“I stopped getting my period three months ago.”
Rachel didn’t react. I blinked out two fat, round tears.
“It’s not like I liked getting it or anything, but at least I knew I was healthy before.
Maybe I wasn’t sexy, but at least I worked. I was functional. And, you know what else?
I think that I like looking and feeling like a woman . . . or at least looking and feeling
like myself. Like, I like being short—even if guys like long legs. And even if guys like the
super sporty girls with no fat anywhere, I like the little dip I have,” I pulled my shirt up
a bit and pointed at my natural waistline, “right here.” I tried to survey Rachel’s face for
some kind of understanding, hesitation, or anything at all, but I couldn’t read her, so I
just continued—excited by the sound of my own voice, “And I like when my thighs do
the bloopy thing.”
Something.
She raised her eyebrows and a small smile appeared, “The bloopy thing?”
“Yes!” I inched closer to her and raised my hands up between our faces, one hand
about five inches apart from the other. “You know, when a girl goes from standing to
sitting and her thighs go,” and I increased the distance between my hands by about two
inches, “bloop.”
I watched Rachel’s face, absolutely sure that I had made an impact with this last
point, positive that she would agree with me and maybe even share something similar.
But her face, while it did look entertained, showed little evidence of any upcoming
participation. I waited, allowing her another moment to take it all in. I was sure that
everything would sink in if I gave her just a little more time to consider it, and I imagined
us eating sandwiches, salads, or maybe even pasta again . . . after six months. But, even
after at least a full moment had passed, all that happened was that Rachel shifted her
eyes from me to my full mug of tea and then back to me again. I waited . . . waited . . .
waited.
“Well,” I concluded lamely, “I like the bloopy thing.”
She stayed quiet, the same gentle, patient expression on her face as before. I knew
that look. She didn’t think what I was saying was stupid; she just didn’t have anything
to say. Rachel was like that. She was just quiet. But I knew if she really, truly understood
my point that she would want to contribute something; she would want to talk about
the discovery I had just made. I liked my womanhood the way it naturally was. I liked
womanhood. I liked Rachel, and I liked myself too. I tried, again, to tell her—
“I feel like we’re already what women are supposed to be, right now. Women are
supposed to be curvy and men are supposed to be flat . . . I mean, am I right?”
“Sure,” she offered, nodding kindly.
“Well, then . . . ” I absentmindedly touched the elastic around my wrist, “why do
women have to try so hard to look like boys in order to get attention from men?”
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Her face did change this time—compassion. Compassion? That’s not what I wanted
to see. No, that wasn’t the right response at all. I had made a game-changing observation.
I had shared a revelation. Compassion? It pissed me off. Why didn’t my question mean
anything to her? Why didn’t it change anything? I couldn’t have been clearer this time. I
was sure of that. She patted my knee. Patronizing, aggravating . . . She turned away from
me and picked up her teacup, taking a few hungry gulps of the brown trash. Irritating,
snotty . . . Rachel still wasn’t saying anything, and, now, she was just staring at the
reflection of the ceiling in her cup.
“I know I’m right,” I said finally, slumping into the couch in a defeated sort of way.
“Oh, you definitely are,” she said, and her tone was completely genuine.
“What?”
“Oh, for sure.”
I pulled myself up again, searching her face excitedly. But there wasn’t anything new
in her expression at all. I didn’t get it. Had she had thoughts like mine weeks or even
months ago? I didn’t understand, not at all. I waited for her to explain everything to
me, but she just set her tea back down and picked up her book. I felt my heart crack
somewhere between the flipping pages.
“But then . . . why are we . . . why aren’t we . . . ”
“Because,” she started, putting her book down again roughly, a finger keeping her
place this time, “it doesn’t matter if you’re right.” I opened my mouth to argue, “Even
though you are,” she assured me. I shut my mouth again. “Thing is . . . well, it doesn’t
really matter how much you love yourself or how much guys should love you . . . what
matters is if someone else actually does love you. I mean, unless you’re okay getting a
bunch of cats and living alone forever with your ‘bloopy’ thighs.”
I stared, completely shook. We looked directly at one another for a full moment—
Rachel’s gaze convincing me that she was the smarter of the two of us. So, at last, I
let out another giant groan and fell backward onto the long couch, tucking my feet
aggressively under her leg—snapping the elastic on my wrist furiously. I relaxed bit by
bit as Rachel’s legs warmed my feet, and we settled into silence again. The rebellious,
uncomfortable fit that had been rolling about in my stomach all day became stiff and
still. I looked up from my worn, red wrist and watched Rachel finish her fourth cup
of tea.
Snap.
Finally, I reached for the mug she had set out for me earlier. I dipped the tip of my
thumb into the liquid. It had gone cold, just as Rachel said it would. The tea’s dark color
and the scent of the fruity herbs Rachel had used to prepare my cup of tea allowed it
to masquerade around like a juice or a Kool-Aid. I grasped onto that thought, hoping
it would help me do what I needed to do. I looked from the liquid in the mug to my
thinning thighs and back again, and then I determinedly drank every last drop of the
stupid, garbage, leaf water.
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school within the next year to further her education in either literature or philosophy. In her spare time, she
enjoys keeping up with politics, reading biographies of inspiring women, and binge-watching Netflix.
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BYU has only 22% female faculty, well below the national average of 53%. Although
church culture sees nurturing and teaching as a mainly female role in the family, many
members have a hard time accepting that role beyond the confines of the home. I often
wonder how our Heavenly Mother feels about women limiting themselves or accepting
limitations put on them by others. This embroidery represents a traditional art form
normally associated with women and in this work it bridges traditionally perceived roles
and the wider roles women can play in society.

Emily is a junior in the Photography BFA program. After graduating she plans on going to graduate school
and earning a Masters of Fine Arts. Emily and her husband are expecting their second son in July.
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